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Tara

 

A stiff westward wind pushed the frigate Damocles nearer the frozen Meranthian coast. The shoreline's twinkling lights revealed the mouth of a forgotten port and a sleepy seaside town beyond.

The Damocles heaved forward navigating past black rocky outcroppings riddling the harbor’s entrance. Frothing waves pounded the frigate’s hull coating it with a thin layer of sea ice. Within minutes the Baerinese frigate would dock at the village’s narrow pier and change the world forever.

Tara bit her lower lip and fought back a gnawing dread sensation chewing inside her stomach. Since she’d felt the barrier drop four months ago, she couldn’t shake the feeling. Even after they’d passed the barrier’s former position, she hadn’t celebrated with the crew. She always trusted her senses, and this place felt wrong.

Tara pulled away strands of thin auburn hair plastered across her eyes and blood-red lips.

The vacant expression she’d painted on her face betrayed the emotion boiling just under the surface. She stared into the sea’s churning white caps and struggled to recall the last time she’d set foot on Meranthian soil. Those memories still haunted her. Memories she’d worked hard to forget. Would these strangers remember her? Had they remembered Elan?

Behind Tara, the top stair leading from the Damocles's lower decks groaned under an intruder's weight. The intruder paused as if assessing Tara's shifting mood.

A series of deep hollow thumps echoed across the wooden deck as the intruder’s footsteps moved nearer to Tara. A dozen feet behind her, the footsteps paused while their owner remained silent.

“Is the crew ready General Demos?” Tara hadn’t bothered to check behind her. Among Baerin’s soldiers, only General Demos would approach her unannounced. If he’d wanted to surprise her, she wouldn’t have heard him coming.

The sound of waves crashing into the rocky shore filled the night’s chill silence. “Yes mistress. We’ve prepared just as you ordered.” The hissing cadence of General Demos’s voice rose above the crashing surf.

“What of the village guards General?” Tara said half glancing over her shoulder. “I don’t want anyone sending word inland. I don’t have to remind you, of all people, the criticality of that point.”

“I’ve sent scouts ahead, but I’m still awaiting their return.” General Demos made no effort to step closer and remained a dozen paces behind Tara. “It’s a small port, mistress, I expect little resistance. Rest assured, we will secure the village.” 

A heavy clawing ache settled in Tara’s chest. Had they discovered the scouts? In her weakened state she couldn’t afford any surprises. “Very well. When we make port, I want you to lead an escort and close off the village. No one can escape.”

“Yes, mistress,” General Demos said his voiced tinged with impatience.

Across the harbor, a trio of shadowy figures strode along the port’s single thin wooden dock. An oil lamp swung from the lead man's fingertips, revealing a pair of guards flanking him. The guards' polished armor and steel tipped pole-arms reflected the warm yellow lamplight. Along the pier, sleepy dock workers scrambled to tie off heavy ropes as they prepared to receive the Damocles and her crew.

A sharp chill sprang from the base of Tara's neck sending a shiver racing along her spine.  How many times had she longed for simple human presence? Could a warm smile or a few friendly words alter a continent’s future? She wanted to forgive them, but they’d turned her away. They’d chosen.

Bitter rage still gnawed at the pit of her stomach like a festering wound. She’d bring them to kneel before her. She could find solace in victory.

The Damocles glided alongside the wooden dock. Her crew scrambled across the slushy deck tossing half-frozen ropes to the awaiting dock workers. As the frigate groaned to a halt, the thin, reedy man carrying the oil lamp scanned the ice covered hull from bow to stern.

He cupped his hand around his mouth and raised his voice. “Captain, from which port do you hail? We received no word of your arrival.”

“Pay him no heed general,” Tara said in a low hushed tone.

General Demos offered a short, stiff nod. He gestured toward a pair of Baerinese soldiers looming near the ship’s stairway.

Under a veil of darkness, the Baerinese crew dropped an iron gangplank that landed with a boom on the aged pier’s thin wooden slats. Atop the dock, the armored guards pushed forward swinging their pole-arms before them.

“Captain, my name is Fitzgerald Montgomery, Porthleven’s harbor master. By decree of King Ronan Latimer, I’ll not allow your ship entrance to my harbor until you’ve identified yourself.” Montgomery’s eyes narrowed, and his voice took on a frosty tone. “I’ll ask one final time, state your name and port of origin and prepare your ship for boarding.”

The pompous bureaucrat, Tara almost felt sorry for him.

General Demos appeared at the gangplank’s entrance flanked by a pair of Baerinese crossbowmen.

The Meranthian guards staggered backward and whirled their pole-arms on General Demos.

Harbor Master Montgomery’s face turned rigid with fear. “In Elan’s name, what are you?”

Tara understood their surprise. Years ago, she’d felt the same visceral reaction to the Baerin’s startling appearance. Tara set her shoulders back and  strode across the ship’s deck watching the exchange with amusement. “General, you may proceed, but leave me the harbor master.”

General Demos lifted his hand, and motioned to the guards flanking him. “Release.” His forked tongue slithered over his thin human-like lips as he hissed the command.

The guards backed down the gangplank as their eyes registered panic.

A faint click sounded from the Baerinese crossbows setting their strings vibrating. With a silent thrum, fat barbed arrows raced from the soldier’s raised crossbows.

With a solid sounding thump, a black iron arrow disappeared into the lead guard’s throat. The arrow's steel fletching ripped through the soldier’s soft skin.

An unintelligible gurgle escaped the guard’s lips, his eyes set wide in mortal fear. The arrow's steel tip appeared at the base of his neck. The poor sod dropped to his knees and clutched his throat as blood and spit spewed in time with his labored breathing. With a final gasp, he fell face first onto the ship’s iron gangplank driving the arrow through his throat.

Tara shuddered with ecstasy as the man’s life ended. She longed for the sweet taste of a human soul after years of unending emptiness.

Before the second guard could react, a barbed arrow collided with his steel breastplate. A gaping hole appeared in his chest while the arrow sank into the solid meat of his exposed flesh. The wide-eyed guard screamed as the bolt’s force tossed him backward. He sailed three feet before slamming against the frozen pier.

Porthleven dock workers scattered like wharf rats scuttling away from the Damocles.

Tara smiled. It mattered little. She’d flush them from their dingy hidey-holes before the sunrise touched their skin.

The lit oil lamp slipped from Montgomery’s fingers and shattered spilling naked oil across the wooden pier. The harbor master’s haughty arrogance disappeared. He dropped to the ground, curling into a trembling blubbering ball. Using his arms, he covered his face and head as if that might spare his life. “Please don’t kill me. I beg you. I have children and a wife.”

General Demos stepped aside, and Baerinese soldiers poured from the Damocles’s lower decks. Soldiers and crossbowmen sprinted down the gangplank and took defensive positions along the pier.

Tara crossed the ship’s deck and stood beside General Demos. “Thank you General Demos. If you’ll secure any retreat from the city, I’ll manage the harbor master.”

“As you command mistress.” General Demos signaled for the crossbowmen and three more Baerinese warriors. The soldiers hustled along the harbor’s short pier before disappearing into Porthleven’s muddy streets.

Tara strolled down the iron gangplank. She knelt and dipped her finger in the blood pooling beneath the first guard’s corpse. She raised the hem of her white silk dress, careful to avoid touching the guard’s spilled blood. The thought of removing the troublesome stains from her clean dress exhausted her.

Tara slid her blood-drenched finger across her lips, and the tinny taste of human blood exploded in her mouth.

She closed her eyes and let the warm humming buzz wash over her body. Another guilty pleasure she’d waited years to experience.

Beside the trembling harbor master, the oil lamp’s lit wick hovered on the brink of extinction.

The mere sight of fire sent a jolt of panic crisscrossing Tara’s back. She placed her leather boot over the glowing wick and twisted her foot grinding it into the gangplank’s slick iron grating. “You could’ve started a fire with your carelessness and burned down my ship. Where would that leave me?”

“I’m sorry m’lady. I meant no harm.” Montgomery’s voice came off muffled as he kept his face hidden not looking up from his cowered position.

“But I think you did,” Tara said. “You wanted to send these armed men onto my ship. That’s not very hospitable, is it?” Tara crossed her arms and paused awaiting the man’s answer.

Montgomery’s arms moved with his shaking head. “No m’lady. Please, I’m sorry.”

Tara enjoyed some groveling, but the man’s bootlicking bordered on annoyance. “Master Montgomery, who were these men?”

“They were good men m’lady.” His voice trembled, and he made no attempt to disguise his anguish.

“Sit up harbor master,” Tara said. “I won’t hurt you.”

Montgomery lowered his arms and sat up, but he averted his gaze from Tara’s. Tears stained his cheeks, and his bleary eyes betrayed the horrors he’d seen. He nodded toward the guardsman splayed across the gangplank. “That’s Sergeant Reed.” Using his sleeve, Montgomery wiped the tears from his face. “The man behind me is Corporal Oliver. Ollie and I grew up together.”

“Well, let’s see if we can help your friends. Okay?”

Montgomery managed a weak nod. His eyes flickered upward touching Tara’s face for the first time.

Tara opened her mind and found the spirits of the fallen men still lingering above their broken bodies. Using the last whispers of her stored energy, Tara latched onto Sergeant Reed’s dingy gray soul thread. Like a spider in her web, Tara next hooked Corporal Oliver’s soul thread. She spun the two threads together weaving them into a tight cord.

The dead men’s trapped souls struggled to gain freedom, but Tara had long ago gained mastery of her art. She’d invented it after all.

Using the slain men’s stored soul energy, she wove a flow of dark ethereal mist that hovered above her outstretched palm. With lips puckered, Tara blew on the mist and set it drifting outward.

After a few feet, the mist split forming two parts, each moving in opposite directions, but aiming toward a common goal. The dark mist hovered inches above the dead men's lifeless bodies before disappearing into their skin.

Sergeant Reed’s corpse twitched. A stifled shriek came from Montgomery, who had done his best to inch away from the horror unfolding before him. Corporal Oliver’s body followed lurching upward and convulsing before his eyes fluttered open.

Tara pulled the anchored souls into her body and added their weight to her depleted energy reserves.

Montgomery looked on, his face a mask of stark terror. His friends rose and stood from where they’d died a few minutes earlier.

Wisps of dark energy drifted from the slain guards. Each now served as a dark soldier under Tara’s complete and total command. Reed and Oliver knelt before Tara using the same fluid motion they had in life. The glassy sheen and utter void in their eyes betrayed any idea that life still clung to their soulless husks. They stared ahead emotionless and without focus ignoring Montgomery.

“What have you done to them?” Montgomery’s voice came out edged with a harsh husky rasp as if he’d had the wind knocked from him.

Tara smiled. “I’ve given them a new purpose.”

Like a wraith, General Demos appeared as if from thin air.

Tara jumped, startled at his sudden presence. She’d never understood how he managed such uncanny stealth.

General Demos bowed low showing Tara great respect with the gesture. “Mistress, Porthleven is yours.”

***

Like the basin of a bone-dry ocean, never ending sand stretched for hundreds of miles in every direction. To the untrained observer, two oversized desert hawks drifted on thermal currents. To those trained in Lora’s guardian magic, the hawks doubled as Danielle Deveaux and Keely Bouchard.

Despite the winter season, the desert heat never retreated in the Chukchi. The heat produced excellent thermal winds fueled by the rapid change in daily temperature. Nighttime’s bitter cold gave way to harsh afternoon sunshine producing enough updraft to glide all day long.

Danielle’s head throbbed. She’d grown sick of the sand, the heat, and especially the unforgiving sun. In her dreams, she felt the Heartwood’s gentle winter breeze and the cool comfort of her own bed high in the forest canopy. Despite her month long investigation, the raging desert storms remained an unsolved mystery. Why had she insisted on leading the investigation? If she and Keely didn’t find some evidence soon, she’d order the expedition halted, and they’d return to the Heartwood. 

 Keely glided a half-mile ahead, taking her turn scouting the ever-shifting dunes. Danielle trailed behind taking a moment to recover on the stifling updraft.

Keely disappeared behind a thirty foot dune only to reappear a moment later. With her wings extended, the thermal current pulled her high above the desert floor. Her head swung toward Danielle, and she screeched using a long fading tone. Keely beat her wings in short succession, breaking into a circular flight pattern over the enormous dune.

Danielle recognized the sign. Keely had found something she felt worthy of investigation. Danielle screeched a short burst of confirmation and beat her wings faster picking up speed. She and Keely had investigated dozens of rocks, dead animals, desert shrubs, and the oddly shaped cactus. Nothing interesting had surfaced, and she didn’t expect that changing now.

Keely soared climbing fifty feet before diving again spinning into a tight headfirst barrel roll. She plunged straight downward moving at break-neck speed before disappearing behind the towering dune.

Danielle’s stomach flip-flopped. Had Keely lost her mind? She couldn’t have stopped herself before she hit the sand. Such carelessness placed them at risk, and Keely knew better. Danielle channeled guardian magic increasing her size and fueling faster speed.

The desert sand came faster moving beneath Danielle in a blur. Heat waves curled off the desert floor blending sand and sky into a glossy melted sheen. Twenty-five yards ahead, the massive dune loomed.

As the dune’s summit passed beneath her wings, Danielle’s eyes widened. She twisted and bucked keeping her gaze fixed on the horizon, while under her wings, the world changed.

The dune gave way to a steep slope ending in a sheer cliff. From the middle of a hundred-foot wall of solid rock, water burst outward. A towering waterfall emptied clear water into a churning pool fifty-feet below. At the pool’s low point, a river flowed downhill before disappearing into a mile long stretch of dense jungle canopy. Nestled at the oasis’s heart, the blue edge of a small lagoon peeked above swaying green palm trees.

Danielle’s fatigue disappeared. Her eyes feasted on clean water, fruit-laden trees, and the promise of a soft place to sleep. With a few flaps of her wings, she shot forward and glided on the welcome flows of moisture rich tropical air.

Keely glided in a slow downward arc on a path ending near the lake’s calm blue water. As she descended, Keely skimmed the treetops following the meandering river a dozen feet below.

Danielle inhaled, breathing in the sweet fragrance of flowers blossoming atop a nearby tree. The ripe yellow fruit hanging from its limbs set her mouth watering.

The rustling treetops gave way to a small beach, glittering with pure white sugary sand. Keely touched down shifting into human form before she’d come to a complete stop.

Danielle followed tempted to shift into human form above the lake’s welcoming waters. She could perform a spectacular swan dive and disappear beneath its cool inviting surface. But, after her mental admonishment of Keely a moment earlier, she thought better. She shifted letting her human feet jog to a stop atop the soft powdery sand.

Danielle loosened the heartwood staff strapped to her back and sank it deep into the soft sand planting it like a conquering hero. “That water looks absolutely delicious.” Danielle worked free the top button of her thin cotton blouse. “I can’t wait to cool off. Why didn’t you tell me about this place earlier?” She flashed Keely a smile while she worked loose the last button of her shirt. “You’re holding out on me, Keely.” Danielle ripped off her shirt and peeled away her thin tank top beneath.

“You think I could’ve held onto a secret like this?” Keely tore away her shirt revealing her bronzed skin and washboard stomach. “If I’d known about this place, I would’ve shown up here a week ago. As far as I know, nobody’s ever gone this far south into the desert.”

Danielle slipped off her leather boots and raised a questioning eyebrow. “Really?”

Keely nodded as she twisted her corded leather belt. “The Guard has long considered it too dangerous.” Keely rolled her eyes and held up her hand. “A big shock, I know.” She kicked free her boots and worked the edges of her pants near her flared hips. “The council believed shards too precious to take the risk. If you lost a crew out here, you’d never find them or their shards. But, I guess that’s all changed now.”

Danielle pulled off her pants and gazed with lust at the cool waters lapping at the white sand ten feet away. “I suppose it has.”

Keely wriggled her tight pants around her hips and kicked them from her outstretched foot. She flashed a quick smile, pushed away a lock of short dark hair draping over her eye, and rushed the water. “Last one in is a water bison’s pimpled ass!” She sprinted down the beach kicking up sand with her bare feet and hit the water with a giant splash.

Danielle pulled back her long blond hair bleached platinum by the relentless sunshine and tied it into a ponytail. “Keely!” She darted after her laughing as she plunged headfirst into the clear glassy water.

Danielle’s skin came alive as the water’s cool relief washed away a month’s worth of sweat and grime. She turned onto her back and ran her fingers through her hair washing away layers of dirt and gritty sand.

Across the lagoon, Keely dove underwater before reappearing a few seconds later. She froze, staring with furrowed brows at a strange object floating in the water. “That’s odd.”

“What is it?” Danielle said. She swam near Keely and treaded water staring at the object floating at the water’s surface. “Ice? I know the nights can get cold, but not cold enough to freeze a desert lake.” She scooped up the chunk of ice floating in the lake, and her palm immediately went numb. “I’ve felt ice before, but I don’t remember it being this cold.”

“Danielle look at that stretch of beach over there,” Keely said, pointing across the lagoon.

Danielle gasped and nearly choked on the lake water. “What’s that?”

Keely shook her head. “There’s only one way to find out.” She swam to the beach and scooped up her clothes.

Danielle followed, pulling on her breeches and tossing on her blouse.

Keely stood frozen, staring down the beach her eyes never leaving the dark spot. 

Danielle slipped on her shoes and hurried down the beach, stopping beside Keely. “Come on, let’s check it out.” She grabbed her staff and set off at a trot.

Keely nodded. “Be careful Danielle. I’ve got a bad feeling about this place.”

Danielle reached the edge of the dark mass and paused. She knelt and flattened her palm against its shiny glass-like surface.

Danielle cocked her head, recalling an old half-remembered conversation. The strange substance looked and felt like smooth black glass. “It’s melted sand,” she said and stood. “Arber showed me once what happens to sand when enough heat’s applied. It turns into this strange black glass.”

Keely knelt and ran her fingertips across the smooth surface. “What’s going on here?” She stood and scanned her surroundings as if expecting someone to jump on her from the jungle overgrowth. “What is this place Danielle?”

Danielle didn’t have an answer. She took a tentative step onto the glassy surface and paused.

The melted sand stretched in a rough oval shape beginning near the jungle’s edge. It covered the beach before disappearing beneath the lagoon’s waterline. “I don’t know, but it just got stranger.” She knelt and touched a small indenture embedded into the glass.

Set into the murky glass, small child-sized footprints started midway down the melted sand. The tracks curled upward disappearing into the thick jungle undergrowth.

A cold chill crept along Danielle’s spine, raising the short hair at the nape of her neck. What human could withstand temperatures hot enough to melt sand? “Keely, can you switch into snake form, please?” Danielle tapped into her nature magic, and a sleek layer of white bark spread over her body like a second skin. She hoped she wouldn’t need the added protection the bark gave her against thermal attack.

Keely shifted into a gray skinned jungle viper. She slithered along the glass before vanishing into the jungle floor’s dense underbrush.

Danielle followed the pint-sized tracks until she reached the point where the beach ended and the jungle began.

A narrow sandy game trail twisted between three palm trees before circling a spectacular fig tree. The fig tree’s thick roots spread outward engulfing nearby shrubs and plants. Its thickest roots had grown large enough to climb through. Keely slithered through the fig tree’s meandering root system and curled around its wide trunk.

Danielle leaned on her staff and climbed through the tree’s gnarled roots. She followed the twisting path around the trunk.

The trail wandered a few yards beyond the fig tree and ended before a dark moss covered cave. Keely slithered ahead disappearing inside the cave’s foreboding shadows.

Danielle’s stomach fluttered. The entire oasis held an overwhelming sense of wrongness.  The cave's sinister feeling magnified that wrongness tenfold. Her instinct screamed for her to run, but she pushed away the physical reaction. She needed answers, and the trail started here. She tapped the magic entrusted her by Lora’s Sphere, and a bright globe of green light radiated from her staff’s head. She took a deep, steadying breath and pushed forward into the darkness.

Bright green light pierced the shadows. Keely stood ten-feet ahead shifted into her natural human form. She stared deeper into the cave’s murk, her face locked-in concentration. “I can’t sense any animal life inside the cave,” she said. “It doesn’t go back very far.” She faced Danielle and released a held breath. “I think we’re alone.”

Danielle nodded. “Did they leave anything behind?”

“There’s some gear and an old campfire near the back,” Keely said.

Danielle’s shoulders eased as some tension faded, but she kept her armor in place as a precaution. “So someone was here.”

Keely nodded. “This way.” Keely tipped her head forward. “Follow me.” She squinted into the shadowy passage ahead. “Can you make that staff of yours any brighter?”

Danielle opened her mind tracking the cave’s nearby fauna. She found moss covering the cave’s walls and held out her hand channeling nature magic. Swirls of yellow and green energy drifted from her palm spreading across the cavern. The light sank in infusing the plants with a torrent of magical energy. The moss responded to Danielle’s magic illuminating the cavern with a soft green hue.

“Or you can just do that,” Keely said.

Near the cavern’s far wall, a small circle of blackened ashes surrounded half burned chunks of scorched timber. A glass container, a frayed piece of burned rope, and piles of shriveled palm leaves scattered the cave floor.

A rusty oil lamp lay knocked on its side beside a broken crate. Cracked fish bones blended with the dead fire’s charred embers. Behind the fire, a soiled pair of dirty trousers and ripped tunic lay in a heap. Beside the clothing, a pair of scuffed leather boots lay half buried in the leaf pile.

“Whoever was here ate fresh fish.” Keely kicked sand over the dried bones and campfire ashes. “I wish they’d left us some.”

Danielle picked up the lamp. “Keely, look at this. It came from Meranthia. I’ve seen ones like this for sale in Freehold’s Market District.”

“So someone at some point in the past came here from Meranthia. What good does that do us now?” Keely said.

Danielle stared at Keely with her mouth agape. “We find signs of someone from Meranthia inside a remote cave in an unexplored oasis deep inside a desert so inhospitable to human life that even those trained in magic won’t go more than a few hours into it for fear of death, and you don’t find that curious?”

Keely shrugged. “I’m not paid to think. That’s your department.”

“What about the floating ice chunks, the melted sand, and the child’s footprints?” Danielle said.

“I wish I could help you Danielle.” She shook her head. “I don’t know. Maybe whoever wore these dirty old clothes has the answer,” she knelt and picked up the stained tunic. “But that person’s not me.” As she spread out the dirty, tattered tunic, a small book slid from its right sleeve and tumbled onto the cave’s sandy floor.

Keely and Danielle stood frozen with eyes glued to the little book with its worn red cover and tattered spine, but neither moved.

A smile tugged at Danielle’s lips, and she let out a short hard laugh. “Keely you’re a genius.”

Keely blushed. “You don’t expect me to read it, do you?”

Danielle knelt, scooped up the book, and blew loose sand from its soft cover. She paused, recalling the last time she’d opened a strange book. It had ended two lives.

“It’s not going to bite. Go ahead,” Keely said as if reading Danielle’s mind.

Danielle’s eyes flickered toward Keely, and she flashed a nervous smile. She flipped open the book’s cover and leafed through the first few pages.

Danielle’s hands trembled, and her head swam. She shook her head in disbelief. “I recognize this handwriting, but this can’t really be his. Can it?”

“You do?” Keely’s brow furrowed “Whose is it?”

“It’s Arber’s handwriting.” Danielle stared into Keely’s stunned face. “This is his journal.” 

Porthleven

 

Tara followed General Demos across Porthleven’s still sleeping village square. She paused when a strange building caught her eye.

A dull bronze statue stood outside a white circular gathering hall adorned with a golden domed roof. The statue depicted a lean man wearing long flowing robes staring upward at a globe resting in the palm of his outstretched arm.

Tara knew, without a doubt, the statue depicted Elan. Had these people raised him as their God?

Ahead, the squeaking sound of a door opening came from the harbor master’s office.

Tara’s head turned following the noise.

General Demos’s silhouette appeared in the doorway, highlighted by soft lamplight spilling from behind. She took a long last look at the statue and hurried toward the weathered office building.

An ashen-faced Fitzgerald Montgomery staggered through the door, followed by Tara and General Demos.

A young close-shaven blond haired man, no older than twenty seasons, sat behind a shabby ink-stained desk. A tarnished brass oil lamp shone a soft yellow light across the cramped office.

His eyes widened as he tracked Montgomery’s slapdash path into the office. The young man flung back a rickety wooden chair and sprang to his feet. He knocked over a half-filled ink bottle beside the desk lamp and dashed around the desk. He lunged toward the distraught harbor master almost crashing into a dented pewter spittoon. “Fitz. What’s wrong? You look like you’ve seen a ghost?”

Tara stepped into the small office followed by General Demos, Sergeant Reed, and Corporal Oliver. “An interesting choice of words.”

Terror shone in the blond man’s eyes as his gaze locked on General Demos. A low groan rolled from his gaping mouth, and he stumbled backward, crashing his rear end into the desk. Without taking his eyes from General Demos, he pitched to the side while the desk tipped upward teetering on two legs.

Inkwell, pen, and paper slid along the desk’s surface and smashed against the salt-crusted floor. The desk groaned a final gasp before overturning.

The young man’s legs wobbled, and he fell backward, crashing into the desk chair splintering it beneath his lower back. He took little notice of the wreckage beneath him and scooted toward the rear wall. His eyes, wild and desperate, scanned the cluttered office. 

“Easy Zack. Don’t do anything stupid,” Montgomery said.

Montgomery’s assistant, Zack, snapped his neck toward the sound of his master’s voice. “Fitz, what happened to Reed and Oliver?” He looked between Montgomery and General Demos. “And, who is he Fitz?”

General Demos remained silent and stone-faced with his arms folded.

Tara lifted the hem of her white silk skirt easing over the spilled ink puddle spreading outward from the piled desk clutter. She stopped before Zack and soaked in the fear radiating from his body.

Despite the man’s dim gray aura, Tara felt his life force full and vibrant, shining like a beacon in the dead of night. She took Zack’s warm, rough callused hands into her own. Her white gloves disappeared under his palms. Heat, like an inferno, boiled from his skin and sent a shiver racing along her spine. She hadn’t felt a human touch in centuries. Not since Elan.

The tainted memory, sudden and strong, left Tara’s head reeling. She closed her eyes and forced those ancient thoughts from her head. She could feel a man’s touch without bitterness and pain. Couldn’t she? Tara opened her eyes and smiled. She ran her fingers through Zack’s tousled hair. “Now, what’s there to be afraid of?”

Zack edged backward, pressing his back against the far wall. On trembling legs, he stood, sliding upward as his eyes flickered between Montgomery and Tara. “Fitz?”

Montgomery’s head drooped as if unable to meet his assistant’s gaze.

Tara eased forward until her body hovered inches from Zack’s. The heat and fear melted off his body like a baker’s oven firing at full capacity. Her stomach fluttered, and a ripple of craving flashed through her head, leaving her off-balance. She needed him and found little reason to resist her urge.

With her heart pounding, Tara craned her neck upward and stared into Zack’s cool blue eyes while lifting her arm to meet his face. Her index finger grazed his cheek's stubble and desire tore through her body in waves leaving her near breathless. As her finger scraped along his jaw line, she touched the dark energy pulsing inside her. She recalled Elan’s words. He’d judged her brand of magic forbidden.

With a physical link established, Tara released the energy through the connection. She felt it surge, strong and unfettered, through Zack’s bloodstream.

Zack’s body stiffened as Tara’s eyes drew half-closed, and her ruby lips parted.

“Please.” His plea came out in the barest whisper as his eyes widened.

Even if she’d wanted to, Tara couldn’t reverse the energy flows, and she wanted nothing more than this young man body and soul. She’d waited too long and needed the restoration his energy would provide.

With her magic spread across Zack’s body like a million tiny anchors, Tara pulled on the current of dark energy. She shuddered pitching her head back in ecstasy as the young man’s life force filled her empty coffers. Tara closed her eyes and gasped, savoring the raw intensity of the human soul filling her body. She’d grown used to the bitter, biting, foreign tang of the strange Baerinese souls. She’d forgotten the human soul’s pure sweet taste.

Her body quaked while a low groan escaped her lips, and she tossed her head back and forth. Riding halfway down her back, Tara’s wavy auburn hair flowed in time swaying side to side. 

Zack’s face drained of color, and his cheeks slackened before collapsing. His his skin hung like a loose sickening bag of flesh draped over a skeleton’s frame.

She moaned louder as energy poured into her body sharpening her senses in a way nothing else could. That fleeting sensation of human existence she’d long ago given away sparked a passion and desire inside her. The human soul had no rival on earth. Tara drained the last drops of life force through the link and released her touch before her eyes fluttered open.

General Demos’s gaze found the office floor as if unwilling to watch the act’s culminating moment.

The assistant harbor master’s skeletal remains held motionless for a long moment. His clothing hung loose from his grotesque body, giving him the cruel appearance of a sideshow absurdity. Zack’s lifeless remains crumpled collapsing into a bloody heap atop the office floor.

Montgomery’s face, a mix of horror and rage, trembled as he watched his friend’s last moments of life fade from existence. “In the name of Elan, why? That boy’s done nothing to you.”

“It’s not what he’s done to me. It’s what he’s given me. I’m sorry for your loss, but I won’t use his gift in vain. Besides, the pleasure he felt during the act made his last moments of life his best.” Tara tipped her head toward a chair placed beside the dented spittoon. “Please sit down Master Montgomery.”

Montgomery struggled to his feet and staggered into the chair.

“I need you to supply me with information, and if I’m happy with your responses, you may live.”

Montgomery stared ahead wearing a blank expression. He looked like he’d aged a dozen years since Tara had first seen him so haughty on the pier.

“I’ll need you to focus Master Montgomery. Can you do that?”

Montgomery nodded, staring ahead into nothingness.

“Good. My first question involves that peculiar statue and building right outside in the square. Who is the man depicted?” Tara said.

Montgomery’s head turned to meet her gaze. He looked as if she’d ask him to grow wings and fly. “The statue m’lady?”

“Yes, the statue,” Tara said.

Montgomery’s brow furrowed, and he shook his head. “That’s Elan.”

Tara nodded. “Why have the townspeople erected a statue of Elan in the town square?”

“Why?” Montgomery looked between Tara and General Demos. “Elan’s the Lord.”

Tara stiffened and balled her hands into fists. They worshiped Elan? He’d stood out as a leading scholar and minor celebrity of his time, but she knew him as a man not some twisted god. “That’s what I thought.” She forced a short nod and a weak smile. “Thank you.”

General Demos stood and crossed the room until he loomed over Montgomery’s shoulder.

Montgomery cast an uneasy glance behind him before turning back to face Tara.

“Tell me about the king you mentioned earlier. You called him Ronan?” She imagined the simpleton who’d crowned himself king dispensing inane wisdom. Fat, pompous, and full of guile.

Montgomery’s expression softened. “King Ronan? He’s a good man m’lady.” 

Tara needed to know about the soul knights. Did they still reign in Meranthia, or had magic died with the barrier’s collapse? But, how could a simple harbor master understand the complexities involving Elan’s life magic? “Where does he live?”

“He lives in Freehold m’lady. In the royal palace.”

“Does he travel to your village often?”

Montgomery shook his head. “Our village hasn’t seen a member of the royal family in the better part of a century let alone the king. We don’t see many visitors to speak of.”

Relief washed through Tara’s body. She couldn’t have chosen a better landing port. She gave silent thanks to the Baerinese scouts. Tara glanced toward General Demos, and he offered the barest nod. “Master Montgomery, you’ve been cooperative with your answers.”

Montgomery tipped his head. “I don’t want any trouble m’lady, and I don’t want any trouble for my family either.”

“Then, we might find a suitable arrangement.”

Montgomery raised an eyebrow. “M’lady?”

“General Demos and I would like to remain anonymous during our stay in your village.” Tara moved behind Montgomery and placed her gloved hands on his shoulders.

Montgomery stiffened beneath her touch, but made no attempt to escape.

“If your village receives any visitors, I’d like you to receive them, and make no mention of our presence.”

Montgomery sat motionless. A bead of sweat started from his balding scalp and rolled down his temple before disappearing into his bushy gray beard. 

“In return, you and your family can enjoy peace of mind. How does that sound?” Tara said.

Montgomery nodded. “Yes.” His voice raspy, he cleared his throat. “Yes. I think that sounds fine.”

The King Comes Calling

 

On the fringe of the white sand beach, Danielle reclined against a palm tree trunk. She positioned herself beneath the shifting shade of its wide leafy fronds and let go a deep breath. A gentle late afternoon breeze rustled in the treetop sending waves of cool relief washing through her damp hair. The air current also brought the sweet scent of fresh mint drifting from the jungle overgrowth. If not for intense curiosity driving her to read Arber’s journal, she could close her eyes and catch up on much needed rest.

Instead, Danielle dragged the timeworn book to her lap and pried open the cover. She leafed through the first pages of Arber’s handwritten journal. To her surprise, the opening entries dated to the previous autumn. Just after the events leading to Merric Pride’s downfall.

She flipped ahead and found the last page that contained writing. Arber had written the final entry only two days earlier, presumably from the cave where she’d found the journal.

Danielle returned to the first entry and began reading. Arber wrote in detail of his escape through the Meranthian countryside. He recounted his decision to release the shard magic granted him by the Assembly. The entries didn’t outline a possible motive for his actions, nor did he express satisfaction or regret. He chronicled his journey from Freehold without bias. While intriguing, Danielle needed information surrounding potential threats from the strange desert weather anomalies.

She paused on an entry dating back six weeks from the present that found Arber on the Heartwood’s southern tip.

Eleventh Moon, Sixth Day, EY2001

Tomorrow I will rendezvous with Martell at the northern edge of the Chukchi Desert. It’s my hope the Obsith will provide sanctuary despite my failure to secure Lora’s Sphere. We’ll find another way.

Danielle searched her memory, but couldn’t recall a single reference to the Obsith during her years of service. Nor had she heard mention of someone named Martell. She read the next entry in the journal dated almost a month later.

Twelfth Moon, Third Day, EY2001

Despite Martell’s acceptance, he remains tight lipped about his people. One fact is clear, his ability to survive with such disregard for the harsh desert conditions is astonishing. If not for Martell’s protection, I wouldn’t have survived the first day. He’s promised we are within a day’s travel from the central oasis. I hope he’s right. I’m not accustomed to such long periods of exposure, and I fear I won’t survive this blistering heat for another three weeks.

How had she missed any sign of an entire population living and thriving inside the desert's hostile terrain? And, why had these Obsith stayed hidden from Ayralen? She flipped the page and read Arber’s last passage dated two days ago.

Twelfth Moon, Seventh Day, EY2001

The last two days in the oasis have all but restored my physical health. We’ve feasted on fish, wild boar, and fresh fruit.  Martell’s quick-witted conversation has sped time by. I wish we could stay longer, but I can no longer ignore the chain of events that started last autumn.

Unfortunately, we’ll return to the desert tomorrow and travel south to the Obsith capital of Zen. Martell assures me the worst of the trip is over. Nonetheless, I’m dreading climbing aboard the Paka again. The animal smells of raw sewage.

The jungle undergrowth rustled, and Keely stepped through a shrub carrying an armful of strange fruit. “You’ve got to try this Danielle. I’ve never tasted anything like them.” She held out an oval fruit bearing a deep yellow waxy skin. She squeezed it, and the fruit burst apart revealing a line of small black seeds near the fruit’s pinkish center. “Here. Try a piece.” She took a seat beside Danielle and handed her a piece of dripping pink pulp.

Danielle bit into the exotic fruit, and a mixture of sweet and sour exploded across her taste buds. Tangy yellow juice dribbled down her chin and dripped onto the sugary white sand between her parted legs. “This is amazing Keely.” Danielle pocketed a few of the loose seeds. They’d make a perfect treat. “But, why didn’t you wait before you ate it? I could’ve told you if the fruit was safe.”

Keely shrugged. “I haven’t died yet.”

Danielle stopped chewing her mouth half-filled with fruit and gaped at Keely.

Keely laughed. “I’m kidding. I saw these seeds littered in the monkey dung. If they’re eating it, so can we.”

Danielle placed Arber’s journal face down on her lap before popping another piece of fruit in her mouth.

Keely’s eyes flickered toward the worn journal. “Anything interesting?”

“Interesting?”

“Yeah. You know, with the journal.”

Danielle smiled. “I thought you weren’t interested.”

Keely kicked a pile of loose sand near her bare feet. “I’d like to know why he did it.”

Danielle handed Keely the journal. “I’m not sure why he betrayed us, but maybe you can find something I overlooked.”

Keely spent the next few minutes reading before finishing and handing the journal to Danielle.

“Whatever happened here, I don’t think Arber or Martell saw it coming,” Danielle said.

“Or Martell set up Arber,” Keely said. “I can’t say I’d be too sad about that.”

“I suspect the Obsith are behind the rash of strange lights we’ve seen over the desert,” Danielle said.

“Why now? Why didn’t we see them a year ago or a hundred years ago?” Keely said.

Danielle shook her head. “I don’t know. I don’t even know if these people pose a serious threat to Ayralen. There’s only one way to know for sure.”

“Danielle, maybe we should take this journal to the Prime Guardian.”

Danielle laughed. “Keely, are you suggesting we seek counsel before rushing into a situation over our head?”

Keely blushed. “I figured I might as well say it. Someone should sound the voice of reason.”

“Is that what you really think?”

Keely shrugged. “Something about this leaves me feeling unsettled somehow.” She tossed the eaten fruit core into the sand near her feet. “But, if Arber and Martell left less than a day ago, we’ll find them from the air.”

Danielle nodded. “We could bring home real answers instead of more questions.” 

“If Arber and Martell reach Zen before we find them, we may never find the answers,” Keely said.

“We’ll fly south until we find Arber and whoever else was at this oasis,” Danielle said. “If we don’t find them by late afternoon tomorrow, we’ll go home.”

“Agreed, but under one condition,” Keely said.

Danielle raised an eyebrow.

Keely picked up two pieces of the yellow fruit and smiled. “The fruit comes with us.”

***

“Ho’ there!” A broad shouldered driver pulled hard on reigns tied to a pair of chocolate colored draft horses.

The horses snorted and whinnied before stopping beside a circular fountain. In the fountain's center, a white marble statue of Torr Latimer stood surveying Market Square. A sea of upper-class shoppers parted, and the royal carriage shuddered to a stop.

A squat red-faced footman leaped from the carriage’s rear seat and hustled to the side door. As he reached for the handle, the door popped open.

Ronan, dressed more like commoner than king, angled through the doorway. He hopped onto the slushy cobblestone street and glanced at his grandfather's statue.

The footman’s eyes widened. “My apologies, Your Majesty. I should’ve reached the door sooner.”

“Relax Manfred,” Ronan said. “I haven’t forgotten how to work a door handle.” He grinned and slapped the footman’s shoulder.

Manfred’s cheeks reddened, and he stiffened before offering a deep formal bow. “Yes, Your Majesty.” The footman pressed his lips into a tight thin line and took a large step backward.

“Come on Rika. I’m dying to meet Theon Renau. I still can’t believe you ran into him last week.” Ronan flashed a broad smile and reached into the carriage’s interior offering his hand to Rika. “Did I tell you I have one of his longbows?”

Rika sat stone silent with arms folded, glaring daggers at him. She scooted forward and ducked her head through the opening, pushing aside Ronan’s offered hand. She hopped from the carriage’s short step landing with neat precision on the icy cobbles beside him.

Ronan’s cheeks turned a crimson shade of red. He’d offended her somehow, but what had he done? He scoured his memory trying to locate any offensive remark or action from their last hour together, but he came up empty. “Is my hand dirty?”

Rika folded her arms over her chest and glared. “If you won’t accept Manfred’s help, then why should I accept yours?” 

Ronan’s shoulders sagged. He’d forgotten his mother’s many hard taught lessons about royal protocol during his years with Rika. “I’m sorry. I’m not used to so much coddling.”

Rika leaned in and lowered her voice turning her back to the gawking crowd. “Manfred’s worked hard to earn your respect. When you belittle his efforts, it makes him feel small and petty like his job is useless.” She folded a lock of dark hair behind her ear. “I’m not the person that deserves the apology.” Her eyes flickered past his shoulder, and she tipped her head toward Manfred. “He does. You’re the king. Every person around you dissects and judges your every word and action.” She stepped backward still glaring.

Ronan’s skin bristled. He hadn’t intended to belittle Manfred, but he’d not missed Rika’s point.

Manfred stared ahead stone-faced avoiding eye contact with Ronan.

Ronan didn’t know if Manfred had overheard Rika’s brow beating, but, given his closeness, it stood to reason he had. He leaned in and whispered. “Manfred, I… I’m sorry about what happened a minute ago. I consider your service the best in the realm.” Ronan tipped his head forward. “Thank you.”

Manfred raised his chin, pushed back his shoulders, and straightened his spine. With a nod he said, “Thank you Your Majesty.”

Ronan raised his voice loud enough for the crowd to overhear. “Manfred, would you please escort Lady Finn and me while we shop? We’ll need your help this morning.”

“Yes, sir.” Manfred snapped his boots together and gave a short sharp salute. He barked a few instructions to the coachman before offering Ronan a crisp nod. “At your leisure Your Majesty.”

Rika hooked her arm in Ronan’s, stood on her tiptoes, and kissed his cheek before whispering in his ear. “Well done.”

Ronan and Rika faced Market Square, and throngs of shoppers created an informal circle around the king and his lady. Murmurs rippled through the onlookers as men, women, and children angled for a better look at the king and his lady.

“Remember what I said,” Rika said.

Taking the hint, Ronan doffed his leather cap and tipped it to the crowd.

Cheers erupted from those gathered as Manfred bulldogged forward to the circle’s open center. “Make way for the king!” As he walked toward the circle’s far edge, Ronan and Rika followed in his wake. The crowd parted for the squat bushy haired footman allowing the king to attend his business.

Ronan took Rika’s hand and strolled ahead.

Peddlers, street performers, and busy shoppers clogged the bustling streets. A fortune-teller gazed into a noblewoman’s outstretched palm. Beside her, the lady's manservant buckled under the strain of a dozen wrapped packages.

The succulent aroma of roast pork, turning on an open spit drifted from a vendor’s stall. Near it, a roaming fruit wagon lumbered by overflowing with last autumn’s apple crop. The tinny whine of a blacksmith's hammer rang out, and a lean muscled stable boy led an ebony stallion inside an attached stable.

Merchants hawked bracelets, rings, bolts of fabric, and shoes, in a myriad of shops. A bookshop specializing in rare volumes sat next to Madame Darland’s curio shop. Her neighbor, an old woman with stooped shoulders and a gray woolen frock, sold fresh herbs, ointments, and salves.

Dozens of shoppers crisscrossed storefronts and sidewalks creating an air of excitement.

Music lilted from a lanky man strumming a well-used guitar on a nearby street corner. Accompanying him, a plump young woman with long red hair sang a haunting ballad her eyes bleary with emotion. A small crowd gathered in a half-circle drawn in by her soulful melody and flawless mezzo-soprano voice.

Ronan nodded his appreciation to the young woman as he passed and tossed a gold crown into the guitarist’s open case.

The red-haired singer curtsied low and bowed. “Thank you Your Majesty.”

At last, they arrived at a new section of Market Square. An Ayralen import shop sold exotic leather goods from Meranthia’s neighbors to the west. Beside it, Theon Renau’s Ayralen bowyer shop stood with its front door wide open despite the chill winter air.

Displayed in the window, a white-oak recursive bow sculpted to perfection hung from a brass hook. On the windowsill sat a leather quiver crammed full of hand crafted Ayralen broad-head arrows.

Ronan tipped his leather cap back on his forehead and whistled low and long eying the bow from top to bottom. “That’s the finest bow I’ve ever seen.”

“Come on, I’ll introduce you to the man who built it.” Rika pulled Ronan’s hand and drew him toward the shop’s open door.

Ronan stepped in behind Rika while Manfred waited outside standing with arms folded in the shop’s open doorway.

Soft, warm light radiated from a broad fire dancing in a wide stone hearth against the shop’s far wall. Like the firelight’s welcoming glow, a warm smile stretched across Theon Renau’s face. The well-muscled bowyer removed a pair of thick reading glasses and pushed off a tall stool beside his workbench. Lean sinewy muscle corded the bowyer’s arms and shoulders surprising for a man near Connal Deveaux’s age.

On Renau's long wooden counter, a marble chessboard sat arranged as if in mid-game.

Ronan’s gaze locked on the chessboard. Sir Alcott taught him the game during his twelfth season. He’d had difficulty mastering chess’s subtle nuances, but loved it despite his lack of skill. He’d spent many late nights teaching Rika chess, but she played more to please him than from pure enjoyment.

That Theon Renau shared two of his greatest passions, archery and chess, drew Ronan to the man like a toddler to saltwater taffy.

“Ah, Lady Finn. I’m so happy to see you.” Renau bowed before Rika as his glance flickered between Ronan and the chessboard.

“Master Renau, It’s so good to see you again,” Rika said. “I’d like to introduce you to Ronan.” She gestured toward Ronan, who stood with his gaze locked on the chessboard. “Ronan, please meet Theon Renau, the finest bowyer in the Heartwood.”

Renau extended his large callused hand toward Ronan in greeting. “Your Majesty, it’s so good to meet you. I couldn’t help noticing your interest in the board. Do you play?”

Ronan returned the bowyer’s handshake watching his hand disappear underneath Theon Renau’s gargantuan palm. “I dabble in the game, but I have great appreciation for those with true skill.” Ronan cocked his head. “But, I’m curious. Chess is a Meranthian game. Where did you learn to play?”

Renau’s gaze flickered to Rika and back before answering.

Rika offered the barest nod.

“Patron Tyrell taught me the game.” He gestured toward the board. “In fact, he gave me this chessboard as a gift before leaving the Heartwood many years ago.”

The news hit Ronan like a sucker punch. Tyrell had spoken of Theon Renau many times while teaching Ronan the bow, but he never knew Master Tyrell played chess. Even when Ronan learned the game from Sir Alcott, his training master never spoke a word. He’d give anything for ten minutes with Patron Tyrell over a chessboard. Renau’s revelation tore open half-healed wounds.

“I’m sorry Your Majesty, had I known —”

Ronan waved away Renau’s apology. “No. You’ve nothing to apologize for. I never knew Master Tyrell played chess, and I thought I knew everything about him. The news caught me unarmed. I miss him.”

“I’ll not speak of it again,” Renau said.

“No. Please don’t hold back,” Ronan said. “I love hearing old stories about Master Tyrell. When he taught me the bow, he mentioned your craftsmanship many times. Your work is legendary among the knights who served under his command.”

Renau’s cheeks reddened. “You’re much too kind Your Majesty.”

“Please call me Ronan. I’m not very good with formal titles.”

Renau nodded. “Okay Ronan. Did Patron ever mention the bow I built for him?”

Ronan tipped his head back and laughed. “Only about a million times. I learned how to shoot using your bow. No other bow holds a candle to it. It’s the crown jewel of my collection.”

Renau laughed. “I’m glad to hear it, and I’m glad to hear the bow’s still serviceable.”

“Master Renau, why don’t you show Ronan the bow we spoke about last week,” Rika said.

“Yes. Of course Lady Finn.” Renau glanced around the room appearing lost. He scratched his head and furrowed his brow. “Here I go on and on, and I’m sure you’re very busy.” His eyes widened, and he smiled turning to his workbench. He slipped on his thick glasses, knelt, and peered into the murky shadows near its thick legs. He shoved aside handfuls of wood shavings and leaned forward, reaching far beneath his workbench. “Ah yes. Here it is.” The bowyer pulled free a long piece of loose canvas masking something inside.

Ronan’s eyes tracked the bundle while his pulse quickened.

Renau hoisted the wrapped package onto the counter stirring Ronan’s curiosity.

“Your father mentioned that you and he had the occasion to hunt together in the Heartwood,” Renau said. “He also told me of your skill with the bow.”

“My father has a tendency to embellish the facts when it comes to his children,” Ronan said. “I can assure you, whatever he said, I’m not as good as he made it sound.”

“He asked that I craft for you a bow,” Renau said, ignoring Ronan’s try at modesty. “The bow under this cloth is unlike any I’ve crafted.”

“He shouldn’t have made you go to the trouble.” Ronan said.

Renau paused lowering his head for a long moment. When he raised his head again, his green eyes glistened with moisture. “My sister…,” his voice cracked, and he paused for another moment before continuing. “My sister almost died in Merric Pride’s camp.” He nodded. “If not for your heroism, she wouldn’t be alive today.”

Rika leaned into Ronan and squeezed his hand.

Renau wiped the moisture from his eyes and smiled. “So you see, the honor is mine.”

Ronan thought it rude to further refuse. He tipped his head in gratitude. “Thank you.”

“And thank your sister for supplying the necessary wood,” Renau said.

“Danielle?”

“I assume it was her. I found the material waiting for me one day in my shop. There wasn’t a note with it, but I don’t know any other person that could’ve supplied such exotic wood.” He rolled back the canvas flap and revealed an Ayralen longbow made from a single piece of deep crimson heartwood.

Ronan’s jaw dropped, and he gawked at the priceless treasure.

“I’ve never made anything rivaling the quality of this bow. It’s crafted from living heartwood.” Renau ran his hand along the riser, and the gold grains embedded into the wood swirled beneath his touch. “As you can see, it’s still very much alive.”

Ronan touched his index finger to the bow near its top notch. Shimmering gold grains converged on his fingertip. “How is a bow made from heartwood different from a bow made of say… oak?”

“You might ask how a champion war horse is superior to an old nag.” Renau laughed. “The heartwood bow is more accurate and has greater range than a normal bow. But, its advantages go far deeper. Over time, living heartwood bonds with its owner, and the bow’s other properties begin to emerge. Your sister would know more. Her warden’s staff works the same way.”

“I’d love to hear more about the bow’s other properties?” From the corner of his eye, Ronan caught a flash of silver through Theon Renau’s display window.

Outside Renau's shop, Manfred, thrust his finger toward the shop and barked at a shield knight trying to move past him. Knight Jeremy Brooks sidestepped trying to move past the stubborn footman, but Manfred cut him off.

“Master Renau, would you excuse me for a moment?” Ronan said, nodding toward the heated standoff. “I should clear this up.”

Renau bowed. “I understand Your Majesty.”

“Master Renau, what method did you use to sculpt the bow?” Rika said.

As he strode past her, Ronan gave Rika a wink before passing beneath Renau’s doorway.

“I’ve urgent news for the king. I wouldn’t bother him unless it demanded his immediate attention.” As Jeremy finished the words, his gaze locked on Ronan coming out of Renau’s shop. “Your Majesty, I need to speak with you right now.”

“I tried to stop him Your Majesty, but he’s a persistent one,” Manfred said his cheeks flushed beet red.

Ronan placed his hand on Manfred’s shoulder. “Thank you Manfred, but I should speak with Knight Jeremy.”

Manfred stepped aside. “Of course Your Majesty.”

“Your Majesty, you’re needed at the palace right away.” Even through the chilly winter day, beads of sweat streaked Jeremy’s brow.

Ronan’s stomach churned as he braced for bad news. He’d never known Jeremy to overreact, and his agitated state raised an alarm in Ronan’s mind. “What’s wrong Jeremy?”

“We’ve received a visitor at the palace. A young soldier named Davin Keel arrived from the village of Porthleven less than an hour ago.”

Ronan rolled the name around in his head. It sounded familiar, but he couldn’t place it. “What does he want? What’s so urgent?”

Jeremy’s face flushed. “To be blunt, I’m not sure I believe it myself, but I know the man who sent him, and I’d trust him with my life.”

“Who sent him?”

“Sergeant Reed,” Jeremy said. “Sergeant Harrison Reed.”

Ronan’s stomach sank. “He served in Redkeep didn’t he?”

Jeremy nodded. “He led our forces in the Lost Valley last summer. They kept Merric Pride’s troops running all over northern Meranthia.”

Ronan placed the man’s face in his mind. He’d seen Reed speak with Devery on several occasions last summer. He led Devery’s ragtag militia with competence rarely seen in a man so young. “Did Reed send a message?”

Jeremy held Ronan’s gaze for a long moment before responding. “Reed told him to run and to not stop until he found you.”

“Why?” Ronan said.

“Davin served under Sergeant Reed in the Lost Valley Militia,” Jeremy said.

The elusive memory snapped into place, and Ronan placed his face. “Private Keel….” Ronan rubbed his chin and gazed skyward. “He’s a red haired boy? Freckle faced. What is he? Sixteen seasons?”

Jeremy nodded. “That’s him.”

“I know him. He’s a solid boy, but Devery’s men are all solid.”

“Davin saw Sergeant Reed murdered on Porthleven’s dock.”

Ronan’s legs turned rubbery. “What? Did he say who killed him?”

Jeremy shook his head. “He said whatever killed Sergeant Reed wasn’t human.”

Ronan swallowed hard waiting for Jeremy to crack a smile or let him in on the punch line. Instead, the shield knight’s expression remained sober and stone-faced. Ronan swore the temperature had dropped twenty degrees. He whirled and faced his footman. “Manfred!”

The footman snapped to attention and gave a short salute. “Yes Your Majesty.”

“Give my apologies to Master Renau, and gather Lady Finn,” Ronan said. “We’re returning to the palace immediately.”

***

From the palace’s central kitchen, the aroma of roast pork mingled with the sweet scent of hot baked cinnamon apples. A trio of great stone hearths lined the kitchen’s rear wall. Kitchen staff rolled dough atop wide flour-stained stone counters. Dinner remained hours away, but the royal kitchen never stopped.

Ronan stepped into the kitchen flanked by Devery Tyrell, Sir Alcott, Knight Jeremy, and Rika. He paused and scanned the kitchen.

Piled-high bags of flour, wooden barrels, and cabinets lined with glass jars filled every nook and cranny. “You’re sure he’s in here?”

“Sergeant Gibbons escorted the boy here not less than ten minutes ago,” Sir Alcott said. “According to him, Mistress Pell insisted the boy eat a hot meal before he dropped.”

Ronan smiled. Mistress Pell had served two kings, a queen, and now Ronan. She’d changed Ronan’s soiled diapers when he’d arrived in Meranthia almost twenty years ago. Besides the royal family, her word carried absolute authority among the palace staff.

Rika tugged on Ronan’s sleeve and pointed past a stack of empty iron soup cauldrons and a small mountain of wrapped ham and bacon. “Ronan, look over there.”

A shock of bright red hair and a single mud-caked leather boot appeared from the edge of a long wooden table set in the kitchen’s stone wall.

Ronan strode through the kitchen ducking beneath long strands of dried garlic cloves.

Mistress Pell, a plump well-dressed middle-aged woman sat at the worn but intimate kitchen table. Across from her, a freckle-faced lad scooped the last bites of seasoned pork and baked cinnamon apples from his plate. Dark rings lined his puffy eyes marking a stark contrast to his pale baby face and tousled red hair.

The boy, Davin Keel, still wore his militia leathers, common among Devery Tyrell’s men. Dried mud caked his clothing, leaving only his face and hands clean, no doubt courtesy of Mistress Pell’s guiding hand.

Ronan paused at the table’s head and smiled. “Private Keel?”

Davin’s eyes widened, and his steel fork clattered against his dull pewter plate. “Your Majesty!” He sprang from the kitchen table yanking the soaked, muddy cap from his head. He knelt before Ronan lowering his gaze before freezing in a near prostrate pose.

Ronan shot Rika a pleading glance.

Rika glared in return, a subtle reminder of their earlier conversation.

Mistress Pell slid from the seat and curtsied before Ronan her cheeks flushed red. “Your Majesty. I wasn’t expecting you in the kitchen. I’d planned to clean up the boy before presenting him to you. Had I known, I —”

Ronan waved her off. “It’s me who owes you the apology for barging in unannounced. The nature of Private Keel’s message is rather urgent, so I took it on myself to dispense with formality.”

Mistress Pell nodded, seeming content with the explanation. “I understand Your Majesty. Will you need anything further before I take my leave?”

“No. Thank you for feeding Private Keel,” Ronan said. “I’m sure the meal will help speed his recovery.”

Mistress Pell smiled. “It was no trouble. He ate two full plates of roast pork.”

Davin tipped his head toward Mistress Pell. “Thank you mistress.”

Mistress Pell returned his nod and faced Ronan. “Good evening to you Your Majesty.” She curtsied before lifting the hem of her pale blue dress and gliding out the kitchen door.

Davin Keel remained bent in honorific before Ronan, his gaze locked on the kitchen’s rough stone floor.

“Private Keel, please be at ease,” Ronan said.

“Yes, sir, I mean Your Majesty sir.” Davin stood with his eyes still locked on the kitchen floor avoiding Ronan’s direct gaze. He appeared as relaxed as a condemned prisoner marching grim-faced toward the gallows.

“Private Keel, have a seat and finish your meal.” Ronan stepped backward and gestured for the entire group to sit at the long kitchen table. “Everyone take a seat, please.”

Sir Alcott, Jeremy, Devery, and Rika slid onto the bench vacated by Mistress Pell.

Davin sat perched on the edge of his seat, still avoiding direct eye contact while Ronan sat in the seat across from him. “Davin, can I call you Davin?”

Davin’s cheeks blushed. “You can call me whatever you want,” he said. “You’re the king.” He finally looked up, and his eyes widened as he took notice of those seated at the table. Davin’s gaze locked on Rika, and his jaw dropped open while he gawked.

“Davin, I’d like to introduce you to Sir Alcott Agers, Knight Jeremy Brooks, and Lady Rika Finn.” Ronan gestured toward each person in turn. “I believe you’ve already met Commander Tyrell.”

Davin’s face flushed, and he gaped slack-jawed at Rika. “I… that is… it’s a pleasure to meet you Lady Finn.” He scooped up his napkin and mopped slick perspiration beading on his brow. He barked out a short nervous laugh. “The guys at Redkeep will never believe me when I tell them I met you.”

“The pleasure’s all mine,” Rika said and smiled.

Ronan had seen that star-struck look many times before in his years spent with Rika. She had a habit of leaving young men tongue-tied no matter their station. “Davin, why don’t you tell us what happened in Porthleven, and what led you to Freehold.”

As Ronan spoke, Davin’s gaze tore free from Rika, and he blinked staring ahead emotionless. A moment later he spoke. “Happened in Porthleven?” When the word Porthleven crossed his lips, his eyes retreated, and the rings under his eyes darkened. 

“Isn’t that why you came to find me?” Ronan said.

“Yes.” The word came out in a hoarse whisper, and he shook his head. “Harry told me to run. He said ‘Davin don’t stop until you find the king’.” He choked out a bitter laugh. “After what I saw, it was the easiest order I ever followed.” He licked his dry lips and wrapped a trembling hand around a pewter mug before raising it to his lips.

“Easy lad,” Devery said. “Take a deep breath, and calm yourself. Let’s go back a little further, and tell us why Sergeant Reed sent you to Freehold.”

Davin’s eyes closed, and he took a long breath while easing the mug onto the worn tabletop. “Harry, I mean Sergeant Reed, sent me a letter last fall. He told me about a job opening working for him in the local guard. He talked it up real good. Told me I could see the ocean. Mountains that went on forever, right on my doorstep.” He shook his head, his eyes unfocused as if reliving the past. “It was only after I got there, did I see he’d brought me to the middle of nowhere.”

“Why did he send you to Freehold?” Ronan said.

Davin’s gazed jerked at the sound of Ronan’s voice. “Because of the ship.”

“The ship?” Sir Alcott said.

“Twenty-eight nights ago, Harry and I were on night watch,” Davin said, his eyes slipping back in time. “Out to sea, he saw a huge ship approach the harbor mouth. He let me see it through a pair of field glasses he took from Redkeep.” He glanced at Devery. “He meant no harm by it Lord Tyrell. Harry was a good man. He thought they’d come in handy scouting the shipping lanes.”

Devery nodded. “He made the right choice.”

“The ship was black as a moonless night and enormous by any man’s measure.” Davin’s eyes flickered toward Ronan. “Harry said Meranthia didn’t have a ship so big. He said he had a horrible feeling about it.”

“What happened next?” Rika said.

“That’s when Harry told me to run,” Davin said. “He said no good was going to come from that ship, and I should go fetch the king.”

“But you didn’t come straight away did you?” Ronan said.

Davin lowered his eyes and shook his head. “I thought Harry might have overreacted, and I’d spend a month traipsing through the woods for nothing. So I hid in the bluffs overlooking Porthleven.”

“What did you see Davin?” Ronan said.

Davin paused, his eyes glued to the tabletop. “I watched Harry die.” His words came out just above a whisper.

“Can you tell us what happened to Harry?” Rika said.

“He, Ollie, and Fitz went down to the harbor to see about the ship,” Davin said. “I couldn’t hear much, but I could see Fitz strutting around like a rooster in a hen house his chest all puffed out. The next thing you know a crossbow bolt as thick as a man’s wrist catches Harry in the throat.” Davin remained motionless his breathing labored. “A second later, they shot Ollie in the chest.”

“Davin, who are Ollie and Fitz?” Ronan said.

Davin’s gaze drifted upward until he met Ronan’s. “I’m sorry Your Majesty. Ollie grew up in Porthleven, but he worked in the militia with me and Harry. Fitz is Porthleven’s harbor master.” His gaze drifted upward as if searching for a memory. “His full name is Fitzgerald Montgomery.”

“What happened to Fitz?” Rika said.

Davin shook his head. “I ran off. You would’ve too, if you’d seen them.”

“Who killed Harry?” Ronan said.

Davin swallowed hard his face a mask of pain. “You’ll never believe me. I’m not sure I believe it myself.”

“We need to know,” Ronan said.

“It was a dark night, and I had trouble making sense of anything from the bluffs,” Davin said licking his lips. “I saw three of them. The tallest stood at least ten feet tall and as thick as a tree trunk.”

Ronan’s gaze flickered to Sir Alcott awaiting his reaction, but his face remained stoic. “What did they look like?”

Davin mopped away fresh beads of sweat streaking his forehead. “Their skin looked thin, almost transparent. The tallest creature had black scales under his skin, and his nose was flat.” Davin touched his fingertips to his cheek. “His eyes glowed gold in the darkness.”

“Did he speak to Master Montgomery?” Sir Alcott said.

Davin nodded. “I think so.”

“I saw a woman on the ship too,” Davin said.

“Like the others?” Ronan said.

Davin shook his head. “She looked as human as you or me, but she didn’t look bothered by the creatures.”

Ronan glanced at Sir Alcott, but the scholar appeared as confused as Ronan felt.

“In fact, it looked like she was ordering them around. She was a tiny thing,” Davin said. “Maybe five feet tall if she stood on her tiptoes.”

“What happened next?” Ronan said.

“I ran like Elan Himself couldn’t save me,” Davin said. “I stayed off the roads in case they followed me. Here I am a month later.”

Ronan nodded. “Thank you Private Keel. You’ve done your country a great service, and you’ve brought honor to Sergeant Reed.”

Davin sat up straight and half-smiled. “Thank you Your Majesty.”

“Jeremy, would you show Private Keel to the guest quarters? I’m sure he’d like to clean up and get some rest.”

Jeremy nodded and stood. “Yes Your Majesty.” He motioned for Davin to follow.

After they’d left the room, Ronan slid onto the bench where Davin Keel sat moments earlier. He looked between Sir Alcott, Devery Tyrell, and Rika. “Well, what do you think?”

“I believe he thinks he saw something,” Sir Alcott said. “But, his story sounded like one you’d hear around a midsummer campfire. I’ve never read any accounts of these creatures he described.”

“We owe it to him to at least check it out,” Rika said. “I believe he saw Sergeant Reed die, and we should go for that reason if no other.”

“Devery?” Ronan said.

Devery Tyrell’s expression appeared haunted almost as if he’d seen the strange creature himself. “I believe every word of it.”

“You do?” Ronan said taken aback by the levelheaded commander’s strong words.

“Let me explain,” Devery said. “People from the Lost Valley, soldiers, especially, live a plain life. They’re humble people not prone to exaggeration or gossip. They don’t lie, ever. When you’ve not two coppers to rub together, your word must hold weight. If Davin says he saw these creatures, then he saw them. If he’d any doubt, he would’ve kept his mouth shut.”

Ronan’s stomach sank. Devery’s words left him stunned. “You realize what you’re committing us to?”

Devery nodded. “I knew Davin’s father and his grandfather before that. They’re simple folk, but they aren’t liars.”

“Rika, how many guardians do we have in Freehold?” Ronan said.

“Besides me? None,” Rika said. “We received word from the Prime Guardian that he sent two guardians to Freehold a few days ago.”

“Were they flying straight here?”

Rika shook her head. “I don’t know.”

“If they flew straight here, I’d expect them in a day or two at the most,” Sir Alcott said.

“We can’t wait two days,” Ronan said. “Devery, as soon as the guardians arrive, I want you and Jeremy to fly to Porthleven. You’ll meet Rika and me there.”

“You’re not going alone,” Sir Alcott said.

“There’s nobody better equipped than Rika and I to deal with this situation,” Ronan said. “Sergeant Reed sent for his king, and I won’t let him down.”

Sir Alcott shook his head. “You’re jumping straight into a hornet’s nest.”

“Rika, are you okay leaving at first light?” Ronan said.

Rika nodded.

Ronan glanced between his three friends seated across the table. “It’s settled. We’ll leave for Porthleven in the morning and unravel this mystery.”

Desert High

 

As Danielle soared high above the southern desert, hundreds of miles of sand stretched in every direction. No living creature stirred in the drifting ocean of blowing and twisting sand. She and Keely had flown a half-day south from the central oasis, producing empty results for their hard effort. No sign of Arber. No sign of a single plant or animal for hours. Her self-imposed deadline ticked closer by the minute, and she planned on keeping that promise. She wouldn’t place Keely in further jeopardy and compromise their hard-earned information.

A quarter-mile westward, Keely glided a few feet over the ground searching between the rolling dunes. From a higher altitude, heat waves and ever undulating sand blurred cloaking ground movement. She flew a measured crisscross pattern using Danielle's high-altitude position as a short-range compass.

On the horizon, swirling clouds massed near ground level. The clouds’ black undertones gave them a menacing deadly presence. The clouds spun forming dozens of columns of twisting air shooting seventy-five feet off the ground in seconds.

Adrenaline spiked in Danielle’s body, sending a panic alarm racing down her spine. Arber had warned her of the infamous Chukchi sandstorms. He knew more about the southern desert than anyone inside Lora’s Guard. But, Danielle couldn’t recall him ever experiencing a sandstorm firsthand.

A sandstorm could strip flesh from an unprepared man or beast leaving behind a pile of bleached white bones. Even wardens equipped with extensive armor protection skills feared the high desert winds. The sandstorms remained the primary reason few Ayralens traveled into the deep desert.

Danielle understood they’d gotten lucky with the calm winter weather. Judging by the looming black clouds, their luck ended here. She pointed her beak downward and screeched a long high-pitched wail meant to raise a warning for Keely.

Keely ignored Danielle’s signal and arced right. She shrieked a short shrill cry before circling a deep valley nestled between a pair of dunes.

Danielle loosed a second earsplitting screech as she trained a wary eye on the rapidly closing storm. Could Keely see the storm clouds flying so low to the ground?

Keely pointed her beak ahead and drifted upward on the thermal current.

Danielle followed Keely's mark, and the short hair on her stomach bristled. 

On the storm’s leading edge, six long-legged beasts carried ten robed figures atop their backs.

Danielle recalled Arber’s written words. He said he dreaded climbing aboard the Paka.

The convoy stopped, and a small robed figure seated atop the lead Paka pointed toward the approaching storm. The group dismounted and the short man opened a glittering case strapped across the lanky animal’s flank.

Danielle pinned back her wings and shot past Keely gaining all the speed she could muster. As she flew over Keely’s head, she screeched arcing toward the pitch-black horizon.

Keely’s neck jerked toward the horizon, and her eyes widened. She beat her wings and pushed downward following Danielle into the deep valley between the dunes.

Danielle shifted into human form and squinted.

The hot sand whipped Danielle's face as the winds gusted.

Danielle pulled her hood tight and hunkered down.

Keely shifted into human form as she touched down and doubled over covering her eyes and face with her exposed forearm.

“The storm will bury us in the next five minutes,” Danielle yelled over the raging wind. ”If we catch the upper air current, we might outrun the storm to the north.”

Keely shook her head. “It’s coming in way too fast. We’ll never make it. Besides, Arber’s riding one of those smelly pakas. I can feel it.” The wind increased its intensity, forcing Keely to her knees. “He can answer all our questions. We can’t turn back now.”

The wind howled pulling mountains of stinging sand from the dunes caking their hair, nose, and eyelashes.

Danielle closed her eyes and raised her voice. “Use the horned viper we learned last week. When the storms over us, burrow deep into the dune, but stay near me.”

Keely nodded, and her iris’s glowed with red and green energy before she shifted into the black and brown desert snake. She slithered between Danielle’s legs. Her forked tongue flickered, and she moved sideways up the shifting dune.

Danielle shifted into the horned viper and added a thick layer of protective cactus around her body to ward off the biting sand. As she crested the dune, the black storm front raged fifty-feet ahead.

Danielle’s heart hammered. The storm moved at speeds far greater than she’d ever imagined. If they’d taken to the sky, the storm would’ve swallowed them whole. Biting gritty sand chewed at her body ripping away layers of the cactus sheath.

Danielle’s pulse raced faster as she found herself engulfed by a storm she’d no business playing with. She cursed her stupidity. Once again, she found herself dealing with a looming disaster for which she’d no skill. She knew nothing about the desert and had underestimated the power of a real Chukchi sandstorm. Few plants and animals survived desert conditions for a reason. It showed little mercy for the ignorant fool.

Keely, a few feet in front of Danielle moments earlier, had vanished behind a daytime sky turned black.

Danielle wriggled into the sand dune keeping just ahead of the wind-born erosion. She burrowed deeper not stopping until the world fell silent. She could hold her breath for ten minutes in snake form. But, the storm could dump a mountain of sand atop her leaving her buried dozens of yards underground.

In the dune’s dark silence, she remained motionless forcing calm through her torso. Her survival hinged on the precious minutes of oxygen stored in her lungs and the speed of the storm’s violent front. But she hadn’t any idea if desert storms followed a rainstorm’s more predictable pattern. Like her every experience the past month, she made a blind guess.

Minutes passed and dizziness crept into her head. Danielle could no longer wait. She needed air or she’d die buried beneath a sea of hot dirty sand. What would happen to Lora’s magic if she died?

Danielle lurched upward carving a hole through inches of loose sand. Blood pounded in her head, and she grunted her body begging for breath. As pinpoints of white light flashed behind her eyes, she broke the surface and pulled in deep lungful’s of hot dusty air. She’d never tasted anything so sweet. Danielle breathed, and her mind cleared while the pounding blood faded.

The storm still raged, but the violence had faded, leaving behind a strong steady wind. The storm’s harsh winds had gutted the dunes, leaving behind a flat, barren sea of never ending sand. High overhead, sand flowed like a river on high-pressure currents. The sun stayed hidden behind the storm clouds draping an uneasy twilight over the dessert.

 Danielle coiled into a protective ball. The storm had jumbled her sense of direction leaving her lost and disoriented. She couldn’t begin to guess Keely’s whereabouts, and the Paka convoy had disappeared. Keely couldn’t survive without air, and she didn’t have the added benefit of the warden’s protective armor.

An idea sprang to life in Danielle's mind. She channeled and opened her senses to the threads that bind those gifted with animal-born magic. She searched for Keely’s thread and gasped when the line ended a foot away. Keely’s deep green strand appeared dim and fading fast.

Danielle plunged headfirst into the sand and slithered downward toward Keely. Her forked tongue flickered outward and she touched Keely’s leathery torso. Danielle coiled her body around Keely’s and pulled her to the surface.

The forest green thread grew brighter as Keely breathed in the harsh but breathable air. She held motionless for a full minute before coiling her body into a tight circular defensive posture. Shed buried her head underneath her body and rested.

Against the grim twilight, strobes of white light flashed. Dazzling light reflected off the grains of flowing sand, creating a surreal light show on the desert sandscape. Danielle would describe the haunting light show as beautiful under less desperate circumstances.

Danielle braced herself for the inevitable thunder to follow, but it never came. Her skin crawled as something about the light felt wrong. Had these storms produced the strange light shows over the desert last autumn? No Ayralen history book had ever mentioned the freak storms. Why had they started now?

As the light flickered across the still desert floor, Danielle coiled into a tighter ball and kept one eye trained upward.

The moments crept past and the light’s intensity ebbed and flowed with the storm’s strength. An hour later, conditions calmed enough to allow Danielle and Keely to shift into their natural human form.

Danielle retrieved her staff where she found it half buried in the shifting sand a dozen yards away. The sand flowing through the sky’s upper atmosphere ruled out flight. If a thermal updraft pulled them into the currents, they wouldn’t last ten seconds. “Keely, did you see which way the paka caravan went?”

“No. Until I see the sun, I can’t tell one direction from another.”

“Care to hazard a guess?” Danielle said.

Keely shook her head. “Until we’re airborne and over this storm, I can’t. I’m sorry.” She gazed upward into the black clouds and raging sand current. “But, I don’t see an easy way of making that happen.”

On the murky horizon, faint light appeared several shades brighter than the sky overhead.

Danielle pointed toward the light. “Look over there. The sky’s much brighter. Maybe we can get above the storm if we head that way.”

Keely nodded. “I’m game.”

“We’ll make better time in cat form,” Danielle said.

“Too bad we couldn’t get closer to those Paka,” Keely said. “That form would give us a great advantage.”

“At this point I just want out of this desert. We can fly back to Ayralen as soon as the weather breaks.” Danielle secured her staff, reached into her belt pouch, and handed Keely a piece of the fruit from the oasis. “Here you go, never say I didn’t keep my end of the bargain.”

Keely laughed and gobbled down the offered fruit. “It’s even better than I remembered. Thank you.”

Danielle and Keely sat in silence eating the yellow fruit.

“How long do these storms last?” Keely said.

“Arber once told me they could last for weeks. We just need a long enough break in the clouds to pass through without turning to pulp.” Danielle finished her last bite and wiped her sticky hands against her sand-crusted shirt.

“Let’s go,” Keely said and shifted into the forest cat’s lithe form.

Danielle shifted into a sleek, pure white saber cat. Together, they bounded across the flattened desert sand at top speed.

Keely and Danielle traveled for hours toward the bright horizon without pausing. Over time, the landscape changed with subtle differences. Dark sections of exposed rock protruded from the barren sand. The desert’s composition changed from a fine powder to a coarse mixture of gritty sand, stone, and dirt.

Another hour southward revealed remarkable change. Jagged obsidian rock flecked with flakes of gold and crystal jutted from the hard packed desert floor. In the distance, larger sections of the strange crystal merged to form small hills of sharp glassy rock.

Danielle paused, changed into her human form, and pulled free a water canister from her belt. She took a long drink and offered the canister to Keely.

Keely shifted into her human form and accepted the drink. “Thanks.” She tipped back the canister and took a long swallow.

“What do you think Keely?” Danielle glanced at the fast moving clouds overhead. “Can we take to the air?”

“Maybe,” Keely said. “Those clouds are moving fast, but I don’t see any sand.”

“It’s getting late, we should make camp and try our luck in the morning,” Danielle said.

“I don’t know Danielle. This place doesn’t feel right. What’s with that crazy looking rock? I’ve never seen anything like it.”

Danielle knelt, scooped up a chipped piece of the strange crystal rock, and examined it resting in her palm.

The edges of the chipped sample appeared razor sharp, but the sides felt smooth as polished glass. Bits of gold and crystal hung suspended in its center. Danielle had seen glassblowers create similar effects in Freehold’s Artisan District.

“Arber never mentioned this crystal.” As Danielle slipped the sample in her belt pouch, the ground beneath her feet rumbled.

Pockets of sand-crusted earth shuddered and crumbled. Whole sections of the glittering crystal forced their way through the desert floor.

Danielle froze as adrenaline washed through her muscles. She’d heard the occasional rumble of a distant tremor, but she never experienced an earthquake.

“Keely watch out!” Danielle channeled nature magic, and a sheath of living armor sprouted from her skin. It covered her body in a writhing mass of black vines and needle-sharp thorns. She extended her heartwood staff and poured magic through it.

Keely dropped the water canister and whirled. Beneath her feet, the ground shook before splitting apart and toppling Keely. She crashed to the ground appearing too stunned to move. Between her legs a jagged point of sharp, clear blue crystal blasted through the sand.

Earthquakes didn’t push rock through the earth. Danielle reached into her pouch and tossed a hundred small seeds in a wide radius around her and Keely.

Keely barrel rolled as mounds of crystalline rock powered upward shredding the ground’s crust. She moved to her knees, running her hand along her side and leg before holding her palm before her face as if checking for blood.

A six-foot mountain of blue and silver obsidian shifted and groaned before stretching a dozen feet across. Keely shifted into cat form and eased backward, creating distance between her and the rock pile.

Eight more piles of crystal rock rose from the ground. They surrounded Keely and Danielle before the trembling stopped and the air grew still.

Danielle stood frozen with green magic pulsing in her outstretched palm. She couldn’t see any sign of imminent danger, but she would shroud the entire area in a thick jungle canopy at the first hint of danger.

The quiet calm shattered as the rock heaps shifted grinding and scraping in an upward direction. As the rocks shifted, larger stones gathered forming into a massive crystalline head. Menacing gold and crystal eyes glowed, and rocky arms stretched outward from the gathering piles.  The rock beast stood on thick pillars of glistening obsidian legs.

It opened its mouth and groaned. A deep rumbling foghorn-like sound rumbled from its throat. Lightning sparked from the rock beast’s mouth traveling along its legs, torso, and arms.

Danielle released the stored magic resting in her palm. The seeds erupted with explosive growth, transforming into full-grown vines, trees, and thorny shrubs.

Danielle wrapped heavy vines around three of the stone beasts locking them in place. Vines slithered upward circling the beast nearest Keely. It roared and swung downward with its massive stone fist like a controlled rock slide.

Keely flexed her cat form’s agility and leaped to one side as the beast’s fist hammered the ground, missing her by inches. The earth rumbled with the tremors and Keely staggered losing her footing.

Danielle wrapped layers of her strongest vines around the beast’s arms and legs trying to topple it.

Enraged, the obsidian beast stretched its mouth wide and screeched a shrill high-pitched wail. Inside the creature’s throat, gold pinpoints of light sparked across the massive span of its jawline. A bolt of blue lightning arced from its mouth and sliced the air striking Keely’s hindquarters with a sickening crack.

Keely roared as black smoke curled from a dark smoldering hole in her rear flank. She stood to run, but her leg gave out and she stumbled and fell lying motionless in the tall jungle grass.

A raw flash of panic swept through Danielle’s mind. She opened her mouth to scream, but found herself unable to make any sound. Her staff felt as if it weighed a hundred pounds, and she willed her body to move.

The obsidian beast turned its full attention on Danielle as fresh streaks of lightning sparked in its open mouth. Beyond the mass of dense vegetation, five more beasts lumbered toward Danielle.

Tara's Surprise

 

Rika flew over a towering seaside cliff gliding through falling snow under a cloudy gray afternoon sky. A hundred feet below, the tiny village of Porthleven appeared.

With a flick of his wrist, Ronan surrounded himself and Rika with transparent spirit shields. He drew the shields inward until they hugged their skin.

Rika, flying as a great silver and black eagle, arced around the village’s perimeter. She leveled off and tightened into a straight glide above the harbor’s icy waters.

A narrow empty dock stretched into the harbor. Near the dock's entrance, the harbor master’s office stood dark and lifeless.

Through gusting snow, Ronan scanned Porthleven’s empty streets searching for any sign of life. A flicker of movement caught his eye near a chapel on the village’s far side. “Rika, I saw something near that church. Can you bring us closer?”

Rika descended in a slow circle drifting over a solid bronze sphere set atop the church’s domed peak. An inch of snow covered the already frozen ground as Rika landed near the church’s small weathered graveyard.

A man wearing a plain cotton tunic and trousers stood twenty yards away. He worked a rusty iron spade scooping up chunks of frozen dirt and snow. He took little notice of their arrival and kept his attention focused on his labor.

Rika shifted into human form and stood beside Ronan observing the odd gravedigger. “He must be freezing without a coat, hat, or gloves.” She worked loose strands of dark hair behind her ear.

Ronan’s brow furrowed. “I’d like to know where he finds strength enough to tear apart frozen ground.”

“There’s only one way to find out,” Rika said and started toward the strange man.

Ronan fell in beside her as they approached. “Just be careful. Something about this village isn’t right.”

The thin man’s tunic showed streaks of black grimy soot, and a long jagged tear ran along his trouser’s dirt-stained left leg. Stringy blond hair covered his face hiding his facial features. He didn’t look up as Ronan and Rika approached.

“Hello,” Ronan said.

The man paused his digging, but kept his gaze lowered.

“If you don’t mind my asking, aren’t you the least bit cold?” Rika said.

The gravedigger’s head jerked as if startled, but his blank expression betrayed any hint of surprise. He tilted his head and furrowed his brow. “Cold?” He stared at Rika slack-jawed for a long moment. “Oh the snow.” He bobbed his head as if enlightened by the answer to some long-unsolved ancient mystery.

A nervous chuckle escaped Ronan’s throat. “Where is everybody? The town’s deserted.”

“They’re here,” the man said. “Where else would they be?” He shook his head and resumed shoveling.

“But, I don’t see anybody, and all the houses are dark,” Ronan said.

The man ignored Ronan and continued to scoop large chunks of frozen earth as easily as sand on a beach.

Rika tugged on his sleeve. “Come on Ronan. Let’s take a look around.”

Wind howled as gusting snow blew through the wooden buildings nestled around the village square. Dim light filtered through the windows of a two-story inn opposite the church.

“There’s light coming from the inn,” Ronan said.

Rika slid in behind Ronan and peered over his shoulder, staring at the inn’s gloomy facade. “It doesn’t look very friendly.” 

“Let’s look inside.” Ronan took Rika’s hand and crossed the square. He paused and glanced over his shoulder, scanning the empty air behind him.

“What’s wrong?” Rika said.

“I can’t shake the feeling that someone’s watching me.” He glanced toward the harbor master’s office, but the closed door and dark interior offered no sign of human presence.

“I feel the same way.” Rika squeezed Ronan’s hand and pressed tighter against him. “This village is spooky Ronan. Let’s wait for Devery and Jeremy.”

“I think we’re letting our imaginations run wild. Come on.” Ronan dragged Rika by the hand, stopping on the inn’s creaky porch. 

A wooden salt-stained door stood closed before Ronan and Rika.

Ronan pressed his ear to the door and enhanced his hearing. No sound came from inside the inn. “Why do I get the feeling we’re walking into a viper’s nest?”

“Because we probably are,” Rika said. “I told you let’s wait for Devery and Jeremy.”

Ignoring Rika’s warning, Ronan pressed down the door’s iron latch and pushed the door open.

Grim gray light from the open doorway battled murky shadows pressing in from the common room’s far corners.

Ronan squinted and peered into the empty room.

From the room’s shadowed recesses, a single candle flame flickered atop a round table. Seated at the table, a dark silhouette sat motionless.

Rika gasped and squeezed Ronan’s hand pressing her chest into his back. She whispered into his ear. “Ronan, this isn’t okay. Please, let’s go.”

Ronan’s stomach fluttered, and he gawked at the dark figure seated at the table. He glanced behind him and found Rika’s nervous eyes hovering above his shoulder blade. “Come on. We’ll be fine. We owe it to Sergeant Reed and Davin Keel.” Ronan stepped through the open doorway and stood in the inn’s common room. “Hello?” He said, raising his voice.

The human shaped silhouette didn’t respond.

Ronan crept forward curling his grip around the hilt of his sheba blade.

Through the shadows, a pair of smaller figures emerged sitting motionless on either side of a grown woman.

“Hello miss?” Ronan’s footsteps creaked against the inn’s worn floorboards. He eased forward inching closer to the table.

A fair-haired woman in her early thirties stared ahead with unfocused eyes. Two children, a dark-haired boy and a blond girl, sat to her right and left. The woman wore a simple but fine cotton dress. Her children wore formal clothing suitable for a Saturday morning church service.

The short hair on Ronan’s neck bristled as an icy chill crept along his spine.

Their glassy eyes and waxen pallor left no doubt about their condition.

Rika clutched Ronan’s sleeve with a trembling hand. “They’re dead Ronan. Please, let’s leave and find Devery. This place feels all wrong. My skin is crawling.”

Ronan nodded. “I agree, it’s bizarre. It looks as if someone dressed them and posed them around the table. Why?”

“I don’t care Ronan. You know how I feel about ghosts.” Rika pulled his arm. “Come on, let’s go.”

“One more second Rika. The woman’s holding something in her hand.”

Candlelight flickered from a piece of dull gold porcelain lodged between the dead woman’s pale stiff fingers.

Ronan grabbed the object’s smooth tip, but it held tight in her grip.

“Don’t touch her! What are you doing?”

“I’m curious. Whatever it is, it obviously meant a great deal to her.”

Ronan pried the object loose from the woman’s cold hand and examined it.

A tiny porcelain figurine of a gold dragon missing its right rear right foot rested in Ronan’s palm. The paint had chipped in a half-dozen places, revealing aged yellow clay beneath. Tiny hairline cracks crisscrossed the figurine adding to its ancient weathered appearance. Ronan’s brow furrowed. “How odd.”

“Can you put it back please, and we’ll get out of here?”

Ronan set the figurine on the table near the dead woman’s empty hand. “Let’s go.”

Rika yanked Ronan’s hand pulling him toward the door when a large banging noise came from behind.

Ronan’s heart lurched, and he jumped whirling ready to fend off attackers while Rika shrieked.

The woman and her children hadn’t moved, but an empty chair lay tipped on its side.

“Did you knock the chair over? Please tell me you did,” Rika said.

“I must’ve, but that chair is five feet away.”

Rika gasped and pointed toward the empty tabletop. “Ronan, look.”

Ronan’s face flushed, and a sharp chill prickled the nape of his neck.

The dragon figurine had vanished from the tabletop and reappeared clutched in the dead woman’s hand.

He squeezed Rika’s hand and pulled her toward the door. “Okay, maybe you’re right.” Ronan rushed through the open doorway, leaving the haunted inn behind.

Through the harbor master’s office window, a woman’s pale face flashed then receded into the shadows.

Ronan’s heart pounded. He held still watching the icy windowpane and waiting for the figure to reappear. “Did you see a face in that window?”

“Forget that Ronan, let’s leave.”

“Wait Rika, this is the last place we’ll check. I promise. Let me take a quick look. You can even wait outside if you want.”

Rika squeezed Ronan’s hand and pressed against him. “You’re not leaving me out here alone. I’m going with you.”

Ronan slipped free the sheba blade strapped to his shoulder and extended it in a single hand. He crossed the village square until he stood outside the harbor master’s office. Heart hammering, he peered through the ice-covered office window and held his breath.

Through the window pane, the woman’s face reappeared and stared deep into Ronan’s eyes.

Ronan jumped backward and forced a rush of power through his blade.

Fear marked the woman’s porcelain white face, and she receded into the shadows.

Swirls of red and green appeared in Rika’s eyes as she prepared to change form.

“Wait Rika. Not yet,” Ronan said. “Let me try to talk to her.” Ronan reached for the office door handle and twisted its dented brass knob.

On its own, the door pressed outward creaking on rusty hinges, and Ronan leaped backward flashing his sheba blade in a tight arc.

A young woman with pale skin and straight auburn hair appeared in the open doorway.

Behind her, a thin, gaunt man, sat motionless in a near catatonic state. The man matched Davin Keel’s description of Fitzgerald Montgomery. His lips moved, and he spoke a rambling jumble of disjointed gibberish.

The woman’s dark brown eyes betrayed fear and confusion. Her gaze flickered to Ronan’s blade before settling on his face. She wore a long white silk dressed that appeared an oddity among those living in a simple seaside village. She inched forward as if to move past Ronan.

Ronan flashed his blade outward and extended its point toward the woman’s chest. “Stop there.”

“Are you going to kill me?” The woman said.

“I need to speak with Sergeant Harrison Reed.” Ronan said. He tipped his head toward the open door and Montgomery beyond. “Who is that man?”

“Who are you?” The woman said her voice a bare whisper.

“He’s Ronan Latimer, the king of bloody Meranthia,” Rika said as she stepped toward the woman. “Who are you?” Her eyes flashed with anger.

She stared beyond Ronan’s shoulder, her gaze locked on the statue of Elan standing outside the chapel. “My name’s Tara,” she said without taking her eyes from the statue.

“What happened to the people in this town Miss…Tara?” Ronan said.

Tara raised an eyebrow. “Happened?”

“Where are they?”

“They’re here,” she said, her voice a monotone. “You saw Reginald at the cemetery. He told you himself.”

How did she know the specifics of Ronan’s conversation at the cemetery? “A young man came to Freehold three days ago reporting a pair of murders,” Ronan said glaring. “You’ve a man digging frozen ground at the cemetery and three dead people propped up at the inn enjoying some macabre tea party.”

“Do you mean those people?” Tara pointed over Ronan’s shoulder toward the inn.

Ronan whirled and staggered backward recoiling at the sight before him.

The dead woman from the inn stood in the village square holding her children’s hands. The dead woman glared, and the little girl pointed at Ronan. “That’s him mommy. That’s the man that tried to steal daddy’s dragon statue.”

Rika shifted into a great Meranthian grizzly bear, and a low growl rolled from her chest. Fluffy falling snowflakes collected on her coarse black fur as she spun and faced the walking dead.

An ice-cold sensation numbed a spot near the base of Ronan’s neck, and he stiffened moving his hand to ward off the strange feeling. He spun in time to catch a wide-eyed Tara holding her hand as if burned.

Tara backed away, her mouth hanging open, staring wide-eyed at Ronan.

“What did you do to me?” Ronan rubbed the base of his neck and icy cold spread across his palm as it drew near his spirit shield.

Tara rubbed her trembling hand and crept backward. “Stay away from me!”

Ronan raised his sword and glared. “What did you do to me?”

“General Demos! I need you!” A shroud of swirling black mist surrounded Tara as she moved further away from Ronan.

A low hiss and clattering armor sounded behind Ronan.

“Rika, don’t take your eyes off her.” Ronan whirled to face the menacing sound closing in behind him.

A ten foot man-shaped creature towered over Devery, Jeremy and two guardians with them. The creature’s outer skin appeared human-like, but dark shiny scales showed beneath. His nose laid flat against his face while his bald head gave way to a flat angular forehead. The creature's hands looked human with four fingers and an opposable thumb. His eyes glowed golden with black slits for pupils while his long scaly tail twitched in the snow. The creature’s forked tongue flickered from his thin lips as if tasting the air around him. He slid free a sheathed long-sword from his waist and motioned for Tara.

Two more creatures, a foot shorter than the first, stood to the larger creature’s right. Each held massive crossbows twice the size of those used by Meranthian militia.

Rings of black mist hung in the air surrounding Devery, Jeremy, and the guardians clustered together in a tight knot. Their facial expressions ranged from stark terror to stunned shock. 

Ashen faced villagers appeared behind the scattered huts and buildings surrounding the village square. An old woman wearing a tattered gray shawl stood near the church entrance. She held a black tar-like substance in her extended palm.

Wispy shrouds of dark mist hung around a trio of pale-faced soldiers. Each wore a hollow-eyed vacant expression. Their armor marked them as Meranthian militia members during their former lives.

The scale-faced crossbowmen raised their weapons and trained them on Ronan. With an audible click, they squeezed their triggers. Two steel-tipped crossbow bolts raced across the square towards Ronan’s chest.

White-hot anger flared behind Ronan’s eyes. He gathered a ball of crackling blue spirit in his left hand and sent a torrent of power flowing through his sheba blade in his right. “You murdered them all!” He directed his rage toward General Demos. “Release my men, or I’ll slaughter you where you stand.”

Both crossbow bolts slammed into Ronan’s shield. Bluish-white light crackled sending undulating waves of energy rippling over his shield’s surface.  The bolts’ steel tips melted like ice over a coal stove. The wooden shafts burst into flame before falling into the snow at Ronan’s feet.

Ronan reared back his shoulder, preparing to launch his spirit attack. A flicker of fear registered in General Demos’s eyes.

Tara hurried across the square trailing black mist behind her. She stopped and hid behind General Demos.

A blood-curdling squeal split the air as the old woman near the church door sent gooey-black tar flying toward Rika.

With long swords raised, the three dead militiamen charged Ronan at speeds rivaling a battle knight. 

Black goo splattered Rika’s spirit shield. She charged the old woman baring glistening white fangs.

The sticky black resin clung to the spirit shield and oozed downward like slow-flow lava. Rika’s shield dimmed as the black ooze spread outward hissing and bubbling. Jet-black smoke curled from the tar sending a bitter stench drifting through the village square.

The old woman showed no sign of fear or hesitation as Rika lunged.

Rika’s razor sharp white teeth sunk into the woman’s neck while her two-ton body slammed into the woman’s rib cage.

The old woman crumpled into a motionless heap. Rika released her neck, letting the woman’s head bounce off the ground like an overripe pumpkin. She stood atop the dead woman with her two forepaws pressed into the woman’s sunken chest.

The first dead Meranthian militiaman closed within a half-dozen feet from Ronan his sword raised high.

Ronan released his coiled spirit attack launching it toward the dead soldier’s head.

Blue spirit energy crashed into the black mist surrounding the soldier. It slowed before slamming into and dissolving the soldier’s head.

A second Meranthian soldier reached Ronan and swung his sword with a battle knight’s speed. It struck Ronan’s spirit shield sending blue energy rippling across Ronan’s backside.

Ronan whirled swinging his sword like a bright red scythe of death. His blade moved at inhuman speed before it split through the soldier’s dark shield scattering the mist.

The sheba blade didn’t stop until it caught the soldier’s rotting flesh near his shoulder. The soldier’s arm lopped off falling into the snow with blackened fingertips still twitching.

The third soldier extended his hand toward Ronan. Dangling from his index finger, black liquid bubbled and stretched toward Ronan’s spirit shield. Without emotion, the dead man released the dark bubble as Rika plowed into his lower back.

A loud, sickening crack, split the air as the dead soldier’s spine snapped twisting his body in a way Elan never intended. The dead soldier collapsed and fell face first into the snow covered ground.

Ronan whirled and found General Demos, Tara, and the crossbowmen missing.

The black rings surrounding Devery, Jeremy, and the guardians faded.

Ronan crossed the square moving toward his friends.

Rika bounded across the square reaching Ronan’s side as he stopped before Devery and Jeremy.

Ronan reached his hand forward, touching the black mist, and a feeling of hopeless dread overtook him. A sickening revulsion filled his stomach, and he wanted to curl up and die.

Rika switched into human form and pushed Ronan away as the black mist faded into nothing. “Don’t touch it Ronan!” 

Ronan sank to his knees, pulling in short, hard breaths as the dread feeling passed. He’d never experienced an emotion that strong in his life. Even his mother’s death hadn’t conjured such strong emotion. “Rika, gather Montgomery from the harbor office,” he said his voice husky. “Sir Alcott will want to take a look at him.” 

Rika stared-wide eyed at the village square and gasped. “Look!”

The village square stood empty. The three dead soldiers had vanished severed limbs and all while the snowy ground left no traces of the old woman’s broken body. Two charred crossbow bolts curled smoke into the snowy afternoon air. The lone evidence the day’s events had actually occurred.

***

Frozen, salt-laced wind gusted inland from the Araxis Sea.

Tara closed her eyes and inhaled, filling her lungs with the frigid air’s calming relief. She’d come within a hair’s breadth of dooming an entire race. For centuries, she’d ruled without opposition. She couldn’t allow such carelessness again.

Soul knights and their forest counterparts swarmed Porthleven hundreds of feet below. They wouldn’t find anything. She’d made sure of that.

Tara opened her eyes and exhaled. She focused on the rhythmic sound of the tossing surf smashing against the black rocky shoreline below.

On this day she’d had her biggest question answered. The barrier had fallen, and Elan’s magic still held sway in Meranthia. Tara swung her gaze downward and watched the humans gather in the village square.

Unlike the Porthleven villagers' dingy gray souls, the magically gifted shone like beacons. She could barely bring herself to look at them.

The Meranthian king emerged from Porthleven’s inn with his soul sword sheathed. Tara slammed her eyes shut and turned away. His soul all but blinded her.

A sharp cold shiver buzzed along Tara’s spine. How many more like him did this land hold? Surely no others. She’d seen thousands of human souls during Elan’s reign, but never like his. 

“He holds Elan’s magic?” General Demos said.

How should she respond? She’d no experience tangling with a creature such as him. If he’d but held Elan’s magic his soul wouldn’t burn with such fury. “Yes.” The word half stuck in her throat and came out rough and uneven.

“But, you’d expected that,” General Demos said. “Why do you appear so out of sorts?”

Wind pushed strands of Tara’s thin straight hair across her pale freckled cheeks. “When I touched him….” Cold shivers rose on her flesh as she recalled the horrible sensation. “When I touched him, I almost died Gregor.”

General Demos’s brow furrowed. “How is that possible?”

Tara shook her head. “He’s unlike anyone I’ve ever encountered. I’m not strong enough to face him. Not yet, and not alone.”

“But you knew Elan,” General Demos said. “He was a formidable magician. You said so yourself. It’s been so long, perhaps you’ve forgotten how their magic feels.”

She’d not forgotten. How could she? “Not since the true king’s reign has this land seen a soul that burns with his intensity.” Tara stared through unfocused eyes at the blazing silver aura shining from Ronan’s body.

“The true king?” General Demos said.

Tara nodded and gazed into General Demos’s golden eyes. “History called him the King of Souls, but….” She shook her head.

“But what mistress?”

“It’s a legend bordering on myth,” Tara said. “A legend Elan and I chased together.”

“Do you think the boy understands his gift?”

Tara stared again at the man named Ronan strolling through the village far below. “If he understood his gift, I’d be dead.”

“He knows we’re here mistress,” General Demos said. “He won’t stop until he finds us.”

“Where’s the ship?” Tara said.

“Moored just off the coast,” General Demos said.

Tara nodded. “We haven’t time to waste. Load the villagers aboard, and we’ll set sail up the coast.”

General Demos lowered his head. “Yes mistress. Have you given thought to a strategy?”

“We’ll build an army the likes of which Meranthia has never seen.” Tara took a long last gaze at King Ronan. “Then we’ll take the fight to this king. It’s our only chance.”

Montgomery’s Confession

 

Deep in the southern Chukchi Desert, Keely lay unconscious beneath Danielle’s makeshift jungle canopy. Her body shifted into human form, and dark smoke curled from her right hip. A low rumble shook the tropical grove. A wide array of fruit and nuts fell from the high tree limbs and disappeared into thick jungle undergrowth.

Danielle extended her heartwood staff toward the blue and silver golem. She channeled her warden’s nature magic.

With its head rattling among a fig tree’s lowest branches, the rock beast opened its mouth. Lightning bounced against glassy blue rock doubling as its teeth.  The lighting arced between translucent crystal pegs anchored near the creature’s throat.

Danielle sent nature energy racing through her staff. She transformed its head into a glowing crimson battering ram. The staff head shot upward flying past its jagged crystal teeth before connecting with the beast’s throat. She spread open her offhand, and the staff’s head expanded. It quadrupled its size and split the rock creature’s head like a ripe watermelon.

A million sparkling blue and silver crystal splinters fluttered downward. They settled into a dark-green thatch of heavy ferns, damp tree moss, and ankle-deep ground cover.

The rock beast’s body tipped over like a crumbling stone tower. It crashed through the jungle canopy shaking the ground beneath Danielle’s feet. Boulder-sized obsidian tumbled from the beast’s chest and legs, rolling through the jungle underbrush.

Danielle whirled, found an approaching rock beast, and raised her staff preparing to strike.

“Stop! Please stop!” A shrill voice cut the air. The remaining beasts froze, standing motionless around Danielle and Keely.

Danielle’s head snapped toward the strange voice, and she swung her staff around to intercept the intruder. The muffled voice had filtered through the dense jungle growth. “Who said that?”

“I did,” the voice said. “Please miss, don’t destroy any more of my atter. You’ll ruin me.” A short round middle-aged man traipsed past a fern twice his size before stopping before Danielle. He stared slack-jawed, his eyes raised toward the canopy while he turned around in slow circles. “What in the name of the seven kingdoms is that?” He pointed toward a giant mahogany tree towering thirty-feet over the desert floor.

Danielle’s brow furrowed. “What do you mean? The tree?”

“Miss, please don’t practice your witchcraft on me.” His eyes pleaded for mercy. “I’m a simple rancher, and you’re destroying my herd.”

“You’re herd?” She glared at the curly white-haired man. “Your herd may have killed my friend!”

“What do you expect? You trespassed on private property without a care in the world. Of course they’re going to attack. You don’t stand on a crystal atter’s head and expect to keep all your fingers and toes.”

“A what?”

“You sound funny,” the little man’s brow furrowed, and he cocked his head. “Where are you from?” Before Danielle could answer, he snapped his fingers, and his eyes widened in excitement. “You’re from Ladoreg aren’t you?” He scratched his chin and shook his head. “No. That’s not right. My second cousin’s from Ladoreg, and you don’t sound anything like her.”

“Excuse me,” Danielle said.

He pointed skyward, his face alight with excitement. “I got it! You’re from Dolade.” He clapped his hands together and grinned. “I’d bet my sweet Mary’s rock sugar on that.” He smiled with satisfaction and seemed to forget Danielle altogether.

“Excuse me. Your pet hurt my friend, and I need to tend her wounds. Can you put those… things on a leash?” Danielle pointed toward the motionless atters.

The short man laughed with a squeaky high-pitched tone and shook his head. “You really aren’t from around here, are you? They won’t hurt you miss….”

“Danielle.” She paused, staring at the funny man as he studied her with great interest. “And you are?”

The strange little man rocked backward as if struck. “Oh my. Where are my manners?” He wiped his hand on his rough burlap robe and extended his palm toward Danielle. “My name’s Roderick, but my sweet departed mother was the only person to call me by that name. My friends call me Fizzle.”

Danielle suppressed a smile. “If you don’t mind Fizzle, I need to check on my friend Keely.”

“She’s not dead. Not yet anyway.”

Danielle quirked her eyebrow. “What do you mean ‘not yet’?”

“That atter’s attack is a lot more bark than bite. Sure, it looks bad, but he only wanted to put her to sleep.”

“It looked worse than that,” Danielle said.

“Well, yes. But, it’s the only way he has to escape. Atter’s aren’t exactly the fastest beast in the desert.” Fizzle scratched his forehead. “But, if a proper healer doesn’t treat the wound, it’ll fester. Make no mistake about that. I’ve seen folks linger for months from an atter attack. The atter poison scrambles their mind, and they never quite recover.”

“I can remedy that.” Danielle searched her pouch for the right seeds.

“Excuse me for being so forward, but you don’t look like any shaman I’ve ever seen,” Fizzle said. “You’re much prettier.” He cleared his throat, and a crimson blush spread across his cheeks.

“A shaman? What’s that?”

Fizzle stared at Danielle as if she’d declared the sky green. “Are you sure that atter didn’t hit you too?”

“I’m quite sure Mister Fizzle.”

“Not Mister Fizzle.” He smiled. “Just Fizzle, and a shaman fixes atter wounds and many other ailments besides.”

“I should be able to mend her wounds.” Danielle shuffled through the thick ground cover and knelt beside Keely.

Keely’s breathing sounded strong and steady, but, as Fizzle said, she appeared lost in a deep sleep.

Danielle placed her hand near the blackened wound on Keely’s hip and sent green weaves of magic over the atter strike.

Keely didn’t move, and the wound’s ghastly appearance remained unchanged.

Danielle’s brow furrowed, and she reached for the healing salve stashed in her belt pouch. She palmed a glass vial and pulled loose its cork stopper before spreading glowing green gel near the edges of Keely’s wound.

Keely’s skin glowed soaking in Danielle’s healing salve. As the salve sank deeper into Keely’s skin, the glow faded like a candle drained of wax, but the blackened wound persisted.

“I don’t know anything about that fancy green lotion of yours, but, unless you’re a shaman, I doubt it’ll help her.”

Danielle sighed, stood, and faced Fizzle. “Do you know where I might find one of these shaman? I don’t want to watch my friend die.”

Fizzle directed his gaze upward toward the fading storm and scratched his white bearded face. “There’s Zen, of course, but I don’t think your friend is in any condition to travel so far.” His gaze flickered toward Danielle in an appraising manner. “Besides, I’m not sure you’d find a friendly face in Zen.” He tapped his foot and rubbed his chin. “There’s a shaman that travels to the villages surrounding Zen on a regular schedule. Last I heard he was at Arossa, but he’d probably be to Misho by now.”

“How far away is Misho?”

Fizzle barked out a short laugh. “Are you just out here wandering around? The desert is a dangerous place. You’ve no Paka and, from what I can see, little water. Where are you from exactly?”

“I’ve traveled far from the north.”

“You’re from Calag? Why didn’t you say so in the first place?” He lowered his voice and glanced over his shoulder as if someone might overhear. “But, I’d be careful mentioning that around here. Most folks in Alar don’t care much for Calagians,” his voice a whisper.

“I don’t think you understand… Fizzle. I’m from much further north.”

“North of Calag?” He stared at Danielle as if orange feathers sprouted from her head. “Miss, the only place further north than Calag is the forbidden desert and …” Fizzle’s jaw dropped, and his eyes widened. “I best be on my way miss.” He lifted his dusty cap off his head, revealing a shiny bald scalp and bowed. “I’m sorry about your friend. Be careful where you step, and you’ll be fine.” Fizzle turned from Danielle and started back the way he came.

Danielle’s stomach sank. “Wait! Please wait! She’ll die unless you help me.”

Fizzle paused, and his shoulders sagged. “Should’ve minded my own business….” He muttered under his breath as he turned and faced Danielle.

His face fell in defeat. “I don’t know where you’re from, and I don’t want to know. Okay?”

Danielle nodded wringing her hands.

“This is going to land me in trouble isn’t it?”

“No. It won’t I promise. Just lead me as far as Misho, and I’ll leave you be.”

He paused, staring at Danielle as if considering.

“Please Fizzle.”

“Danielle, I’ve a wife and a whole mess of grandkids besides. Without me, they’d be in a heap of trouble….”

Danielle nodded. “Lead me to Misho, and I’ll do the rest. I promise.”

Fizzle nodded once.

Danielle relaxed. “Thank you.”

Fizzle placed two fingers in his mouth and blew. A high-pitched whistle passed his lips. An animal’s snort preceded the ambling trot of a strange beast loping through the jungle undergrowth.

“This here is Karli. She’s my best friend so you treat her nice. Okay?”

The foul-smelling creature had a long snout and broad lips. She chewed on something in her mouth, and spread her lips into a lopsided grin. She had four long legs, and a single large hump on her back. Her mottled brown hair grew in clumps over her back, sides, and hind-end while her fur-less legs ended in thick broad hooves.

Danielle smiled and reached for Karli’s snout.

“Be careful Danielle,” Fizzle said. “She bites.”

Danielle stared into the beast’s eyes, and she bonded the Paka as she rubbed her smooth snout. She found a gentle, sturdy soul used to hard work and long hours of travel. Fizzle took good care of her, and Karli liked him a great deal. “No, she won’t. She’s sweet.”

Karli brayed and snorted. She nuzzled Danielle’s palm and drew closer to her touch.

Fizzle placed his hands on his hips and glared at Karli. “I see how it is. You women stick together. Is that it?” 

Danielle laughed. “I guess you could say we understand each other.”

“You’ll have to help me with your friend,” Fizzle said. “We’ll strap her on Karli’s back. She’ll take good care of her.”

Danielle held the rancher’s gaze for a long moment. “Thank you Fizzle.”

The rancher’s expression softened, and he nodded. “You’re welcome. Now let’s get you to Misho.”

***

Ronan rounded the corner from the citadel’s curved hallway, and the stench of antiseptic curdled his nose. He paused inside the infirmary and scanned the room while Rika stopped beside him.

Two-dozen beds lined the clinic’s sparse walls, all empty except one.

Rika pointed toward the infirmary’s far end. “I see Sir Alcott.”

Ronan and Rika strode through the infirmary passing row after row of empty beds. They stopped before the bed holding the room's only occupant.

A wooden tray sat atop a neat bedside table. A congealing uneaten mass of roast lamb, gravy, and winter squash lay undisturbed on a porcelain plate. Near the foot of the bed, Sir Alcott sat in a broad wooden chair and staring with concern at Harbor Master Fitzgerald Montgomery.

Stretched flat on his back, Montgomery stared at the infirmary’s stone ceiling. Gray stubble covered his face, and swollen, dark pockets appeared beneath his bloodshot eyes.

Ronan caught Sir Alcott’s gaze, and the scholar tipped his head in acknowledgment. Sir Alcott had sent for Ronan a quarter hour earlier with news that Montgomery had awakened. Ronan pulled up two side chairs beside Sir Alcott near the foot of Montgomery’s bed.

Rika sat perched on the first chair, her eyes glued to Montgomery’s haggard face.

Ronan joined her in the second chair. He glanced at Sir Alcott waiting for some form of approval before starting his interrogation.

Sir Alcott nodded, and Ronan turned his attention to Montgomery pausing long enough to find the right words. He spoke, keeping his voice as calm and soothing as possible. “Mister Montgomery, can you hear me?”

Montgomery’s gaze shifted toward Ronan. He stared through bleak, empty eye sockets before offering the barest nod.

“I’m Ronan Latimer and this is Lady Rika Finn.” He gestured toward Rika keeping his voice calm and even.

“I know who you are, Your Majesty.” Montgomery’s voice came out dry and raspy.

Ronan stood moved to Montgomery's bedside table. He grabbed a smooth silver pitcher beading with condensation. He filled a pewter mug sitting on the dinner tray with cold water and offered it to Montgomery. “Please, drink. You sound parched.”

Montgomery pushed himself up and took the pewter mug from Ronan raising it to his dry lips. “Thank you Your Majesty.”

Ronan sat back in his chair. “Mister Montgomery, I understand you’ve been through a great deal during the last several weeks. Do you mind if I ask you a few questions? The information might help us figure out what happened in Porthleven.”

“Yes, sir. I think I can manage, but can I ask about my family first? Did they come back to Freehold with you?”

Ronan’s eyes flickered to Rika, and she offered the barest shake of her head. “I’ll answer any questions I can, but might we start with your story instead?”

Montgomery nodded.

“What happened?”

Montgomery spent the next half hour outlining in detail the events that unfolded in Porthleven a month ago. He began with the Damocles arriving in Porthleven. He described all that happened, including the horrific events in the harbor master’s office.

“What happened after she killed the young man in the office?” Ronan said.

“The lady, Tara, disappeared for weeks after….” Montgomery swallowed hard gripping the pewter mug so hard his knuckles turned white. “Those — creatures watched over me. They never left me alone, nor let me leave the office. I still haven’t seen my family.”

“Did she say why she came to Meranthia? Or where she came from?” Ronan said.

Montgomery shook his head. “The first thing she asked me about was the statue of Elan in the town square.”

She could’ve asked anything, and she asked about Elan? Ronan exchanged a short glance with Sir Alcott. “What did she want to know about the statue?”

“I told her Elan was the Lord, and I don’t think she took the news too well.”

“Oh?” Ronan said.

“She turned a sickly shade of green, and I thought she might throw up.”

“What happened next?” Rika said.

“She asked about King Ronan, m’lady,” Montgomery said. “I told her he was a good man, but I think my answer angered her.”

“Why did she spare your life?” Sir Alcott said.

“She said she would allow my family to live if I helped chase away any visitors that came snooping around the village.” Montgomery’s gaze drifted down his bed sheets. “I never managed to keep my end of that bargain.”

“Did she hint at where she planned to go next?” Ronan said.

Montgomery shook his head not looking up. “They never spoke of their plans openly.”

“Mister Montgomery, do you know anything about a dragon statue?” Rika said.

Montgomery’s head snapped up, and he stared wide-eyed at Rika. “Dragon statue? Why would you ask me about that m‘lady?” His hand trembled as he took another long drink from the mug.

As she spoke, Rika’s gaze shifted to Ronan. “A woman in the village carried with her a dragon statue. It seemed important to her.”

“What did she look like?”

“A fair-haired woman,” Ronan said. “In her mid-thirties by my guess. Two children accompanied her.”

Montgomery sat bolt upright. “That’s my Molly. You saw my Molly?”

“We saw her.” Ronan couldn’t let Montgomery slip back into unconsciousness. He stood and picked up the silver pitcher. “Let me refill that for you.”

“Is my Molly here in the city?” Montgomery said.

“She seemed protective of the dragon statue,” Rika said. “Is it a family heirloom?”

Montgomery glanced between Rika and Ronan. “Yes, it is. My father gave it to me and my grandfather before that. For two centuries the statue has passed from hand to hand along Montgomery family lines.”

“I mean no offense, but it didn’t seem particularly grand,” Ronan said.

Montgomery shook his head. “It’s not especially. It carries great personal value for my family Your Majesty.”

Ronan paused, waiting for Montgomery to continue.

“The villagers believe the dragon statue helps ward off certain creatures,” Montgomery said.

Sir Alcott bit down on the stub of his unlit pipe. “What sort of creatures?”

Montgomery shook his head. “It’s foolish superstition.”

“Does Molly think it’s foolish?” Rika said.

Sadness crept into the corners of Montgomery’s bleary, bloodshot eyes. “No.”

“We don’t mean to press, but this information could be important,” Ronan said.

“Dragons,” Montgomery said, his voice a hoarse whisper. “The statue helps ward Porthleven from dragons.”

“Dragons?” Ronan said.

Montgomery nodded and pushed backward leaning against the headboard. “Perhaps if I explained Your Majesty.”

“Please,” Ronan said.

“Porthleven lies a stone’s throw from the Adris Mountains,” Montgomery said.

“Yes, I recall flying in its shadow on our way into Porthleven.”

“The nearest village to Porthleven is two days hard travel up the coast,” Montgomery said. “We’re an isolated community. Our people have passed stories and legends through the generations.” 

“Campfire stories conjured up to scare small children are no reason to believe in dragons,” Rika said.

“It’s what our folk believe,” Montgomery said, glaring at Rika. “And it goes far beyond campfire stories.”

Ronan shot Rika a sideways glance. “What do you mean?”

Montgomery rubbed his chin and his eyes darted toward Sir Alcott before settling on Ronan. “In Porthleven, we believe Elan our Lord, but we hold other beliefs. Strong beliefs that have kept our village safe for centuries.”

Sir Alcott feigned disinterest, but Ronan knew the old scholar hung on every word. “What beliefs?” Sensing Montgomery’s hesitation, Ronan thought to add another promise. “As king, you’ve my solemn promise. I won’t hold you or anyone from Porthleven accountable for the information you provide.”

Montgomery’s shoulders eased, and he exhaled a held breath nodding. “We’ve seen strange events that I can’t explain.” A grim smile clipped Montgomery’s lips before fading.

“What have people reported?” Ronan said.

“On a clear day, you can see a long way out over the Araxis Sea. I’ve seen the beasts hunt Your Majesty.” Montgomery’s red-rimmed eyes reflected fear. “With my own eyes, I’ve seen dragons far out over the ocean carry away grown whales with childlike ease.”

Sir Alcott stiffened, but kept silent.

As a battle knight, Ronan knew the mind could play games with your eyesight. He remained still focusing his attention on Montgomery’s confession.

“They live in the Adris Mountains?” Rika said.

Montgomery nodded. “High up in the Adris where the sky ends.”

As interesting as Ronan found Montgomery’s story, it wouldn't help determine Tara’s movements. He couldn’t continue wasting time. “Mister Montgomery, I —”

“We’ve built shrines on the paths leading into the Adris,” Montgomery said interrupting Ronan. His eyes drifted, and he seemed oblivious to his surroundings. “We leave offerings for the beasts. Doing so keeps them away from our village.”

The hair on Ronan’s neck bristled. “What offerings?”

“Mostly seafood. Fish, seals, and the occasional shark. But winter can bring hard times to our village. When the winds turn colder, the seas freeze, and we can’t fish. It’s during those times we’ve had to improvise.”

Ronan squeezed his eyes closed. He hoped he’d misunderstood Montgomery’s words. “Improvise?”

Montgomery again lowered his gaze finding great interest in his sky-blue bedspread. “It’s almost always a volunteer. Somebody old or sick with little hope of surviving the winter. Please don’t take it out on the people of Porthleven, Your Majesty. When the ice freezes, it doesn’t just freeze for us. The dragons have to eat too. At least this way, we get to choose.”

Ronan’s stomach churned. He’d heard enough. “Thank you, Mister Montgomery. You needn’t explain any further.”

“Your Majesty, my wife Molly… did she travel back to Freehold with you? What about my children, Anna and Cal? Are they here? I need to see them please.”

Ronan’s shoulders sagged, and a wave of exhaustion swept over him. “They didn’t come with us.”

Panic rimmed Montgomery’s eyes, and he clutched the bed sheets. “But they’re alive and well right? She said she wouldn’t harm them.”

“Except for you, nobody escaped Tara’s wrath,” Ronan said. “I’m truly sorry for your loss.”

“No! Please Elan no! Why didn’t you save them?” Montgomery lurched upward, his panicked gaze darted around the room as if trapped. “I have to find them! She promised me she wouldn’t hurt them!”

Sir Alcott stood and rounded the bed, towering over Montgomery. He laid a beefy palm on Montgomery’s shoulder. White flows of magic traveled from his open hand sinking into the distraught harbor master’s skin.

Montgomery’s eyes drifted closed, and he sank back into bed. His rigid body slackened, and his breathing evened as he drifted off to sleep.

Rika stared at Montgomery through tear-rimmed eyes. “You poor man.”

“We need to let him rest,” Sir Alcott said.

Ronan released a held breath and ran his fingers through his dark hair. “We have to find Tara before she hurts anybody else. She’s not likely to return to Porthleven, but it’s a good place to start our search.”

“I agree,” Sir Alcott said. “Devery’s posted scouts at every road leading into and out of Porthleven. So far, they’ve reported nothing.”

“She’s back on her ship,” Rika said.

Ronan nodded. “If she plans to stay in Meranthia, she could only go north or south from Porthleven,” Ronan said. “Sir Alcott, we’ll use the guardians and knights to search the coast for Tara’s ship. Can you send word to Devery to take a guardian north along the coast? Have them start in Porthleven and follow the shoreline. He can call on troops stationed in Ripool if he needs help.”

“Yes Your Majesty,” Sir Alcott said.

“We need to send word to the Ayralen Assembly. Tara may have infiltrated Ayralen or plans to. Have Jeremy and the second guardian travel to the Heartwood. Maybe my father can spare a few members of Lora’s Guard to aid our cause.”

Sir Alcott nodded. “I’ll tell him.”

“You mean for us to travel south?” Rika said. “That will take us over the Adris Mountains.”

“As far-fetched as Montgomery’s story might sound, he seemed convinced. I don’t want to send Devery or Jeremy into danger.” Ronan nodded. “Yes, you and I will follow the shoreline and scout south along the coastline. But, I’ve no intention of entering the Adris Mountains.”

Concern laced Sir Alcott’s expression. “Ronan, the last expedition we sent into the Adris Mountains never returned. That’s uncharted territory.”

“When we spot Tara, we’ll turn around. Besides, I’m sure Montgomery’s embellished his story. Do you really believe in dragons?” Ronan said. “We would’ve seen them centuries ago.”

Sir Alcott sighed and returned to his chair. “I’ve gained new information that might support Montgomery’s case.”

“Why do I get the feeling I’m not going to like what you’re about to say?” Ronan said.

“In the last few months, we’ve made progress translating the Book of Order, and it’s revealed some… insights.”

“What have you discovered?” Ronan said.

“Elan and Lora conspired to shatter the Orbs of Power,” Sir Alcott said.

“Yes, we know. You told us that last summer,” Rika said.

“Yes, Lady Rika. We now believe we know why. When Elan and Lora shattered the orbs, remnants of the orb’s power infused magic into the broken shards. But Elan and Lora shattered the orbs as a last desperate act to protect Meranthia and Ayralen.”

“How does creating the shards help protect either country? It would only serve to limit the magic,” Ronan said.

“That’s a good question, but the shattering provided much more,” Sir Alcott said. “Once destroyed, the orbs' stored power created magical barriers around both Meranthia and Ayralen. It’s protected our borders for two-thousand years.”

“Protected us from what?” Ronan said, but he knew the answer.

Sir Alcott’s stared through grim eyes. “I think we’ve seen firsthand.”

“The dragons too?” Ronan said. “Do you think the barrier has kept the dragons out of Meranthia?”

Sir Alcott shrugged. “I don’t know how far the barrier extended, but Porthleven is near the coast. Maybe they lived outside its protection, but that’s conjecture. The book made no mention on that point.”

“How could we freely travel to Porthleven all these years?” Ronan said. “Wouldn’t this barrier stop us too?”

Sir Alcott shook his head. “We can only guess. Maybe the barrier extends over the Araxis Sea, and we’ve lived with these dragons under its protection. It might help explain why we’ve lost so many seafaring vessels over the centuries.”

Ronan’s stomach sank. “By restoring the orbs, I’ve doomed us all?”

“If you’d allowed Merric Pride to destroy Lora’s Heart, magic would’ve died and the barrier with it. At least now, we can fight back.”

“If we can fight back, why didn’t Elan and Lora?” Ronan said.

Ronan’s question hung thick and silent before Rika finally spoke.

“There’s no sense lingering on that question. We have work to do,” Rika said.

Ronan stood. “You’re right. Let’s go find Tara.”

The Shaman

 

Two-hundred yards ahead, bleached white bone shimmered inside heat waves baking the desert floor.

“We’ve made it,” Fizzle said. “Misho is up ahead.”

Danielle blocked the sun with her hand and scanned the horizon. Other than the remains of some desert creature, she saw miles of hard packed desert sand and glittering crystal rock. “Fizzle, I don’t see anything.”

“Are you blind? You’re staring straight at it.”

Danielle shook her head and remained silent as they crossed the final stretch of desert toward the village.

From fifty-yards away, the bone pile revealed itself as an enormous bleached white skull.

Danielle gasped and stood frozen, staring in awe at the enormous ten-foot tall skull.

Fizzle glanced over his shoulder and furrowed his brow. “Aren’t you coming?”

“What is that?” Danielle pointed to the half-buried skeleton stretched out on the desert floor ahead.

“What are you talking about?”

Danielle pointed to the long white skull with giant, menacing eye sockets. The skull’s mouth hung open, revealing row after row of razor sharp serrated teeth. Packed sand covered the dead beast’s lower jaw sloping downward into murky shadows.

Fizzle cocked his head as if confused. “That’s Misho.”

“I thought you said Misho was a village.”

“She is now,” Fizzle said. “Misho was a dragon. She died during the second Alaran war.”

“A dragon? You’ve got to be joking.” Danielle stared slack-jawed unable to believe her ears. “Dragons aren’t real.”

Fizzle scratched his head. “How I wish that were true.” He gestured toward the dragon carcass. “But there it is. Come on. Misho’s guards will get suspicious if we hang out here too long.”

A numb dread spread over Danielle’s body as the dragon’s skull loomed ahead. Had dragons caused the strange lights over the desert? But, why now? She wanted nothing more than to feel naked heartwood beneath her bare feet and to talk this whole mess out with her father.

From the skull’s shadowy entrance, two men appeared. Each guard wore crude leather armor and carried a sharp, gleaming crystal blade. The first guard held a pale-blue crystal long sword overhead and sunlight sparkled from its surface.

“Halt,” the guard said.

Fizzle led Danielle and Karli to the guard and stopped. “There’s no need to be so formal Urtzi. It’s just me and Karli.”

Urtzi glared at Danielle. “Who is she, and why is her hair gold?”

“She’s with me. An atter struck her friend.” Fizzle nodded toward Keely lying unconscious atop Karli. “I came for Ajahn Brees’s help.”

“How do I know she’s not a spy?” Urtzi said. “Or worse, a Calagian sorceress.”

Fizzle sighed. “Do you really think I’d bring an enemy sorceress to Misho? I’ve known you since you were running around behind your mother’s skirt. You don’t trust me?”

“I trust you Fizzle, but I don’t trust her.” He nodded toward Danielle. “Or her friend.”

“Leave me your atter stick, and I’ll let you in,” Urtzi said.

Fizzle’s eyes widened. “Are you crazy? Do you know how long it took me to earn this atter stick?” He tucked his walking stick behind his back. “How do I know you’ll give it back?”

Urtzi smiled. “You’ll have to trust me.”

“Fizzle, what’s an atter stick?” Danielle said.

Urtzi frowned at Danielle. “How does this woman not know about atter sticks?”

Fizzle shot Danielle a pleading look. “An atter struck her a few years ago, and it went untreated. That’s another reason we need to see Ajahn Brees.”

Danielle decided to shut her mouth before she brought more trouble down on herself or Fizzle.

Fizzle handed over a long stone rod with a large jagged crystal attached to the end. He shook his finger at Urtzi and glared. “If I find even the tiniest scratch on it, you’ll hear from the emperor himself.”

Urtzi shook his head and laughed. “I’m shaking in my boots.”

Danielle had thought Fizzle used the stone rod to aid his travels across the desert. But, it finally dawned on her that he used it to control atters.

Urtzi faced the second guard who had remained silent during the brief exchange. “Edrig, take them to the healing pool, and don’t let them out of your sight.”

Edrig nodded and tightened his grip on a sinister looking red crystal blade. He turned from Urtzi and disappeared down the dragon’s throat into Misho’s shadows.

Danielle and Fizzle fell in behind Edrig trailing him by a few yards.

Danielle lowered her voice and leaned into Fizzle. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for you to give away your atter stick.”

Fizzle waved her off. “It’s okay. I’m sorry my atter hurt your friend. Urtzi will return it.” Doubt lingered behind his worried eyes.

“Fizzle, why do you herd the atters?”

Fizzle raised an eyebrow. “For the diamonds of course.”

Edrig glanced over his shoulder and glared.

Danielle fell silent as her eyes adjusted to the dim surroundings.

The ground beneath Danielle's feet changed into a hard-packed dirt. As they moved deeper into Misho, the temperature dropped thirty degrees. Overhead, the dragon’s spine stretched outward. Its rounded ribs curled twenty feet in each direction. Nestled between the ribs, hard packed mud and crystal rock allowed a surprising amount of light inside the village. Every few feet, fist-sized air holes appeared circulating a cool breeze throughout the village.

Small homes made of blue, green, red, and clear crystal rested along Misho's abdominal wall.

The villagers gawked in silence from doorways and open windows.  Some had strange tattoos inscribed on their arms and face while others dabbled in odd piercings.

Danielle and Fizzle followed Edrig along the dusty road beneath the dragon’s spine. 

Edrig stopped before the village’s largest building.

A two-story crystalline building gleamed under bright sunlight filtering through clear crystal overhead.

“Your paka can’t enter the temple,” Edrig said.

Fizzle nodded. “Come on Danielle, we’ll talk to Ajahn Brees and come back for Keely.”

Danielle’s jaw clenched, and she gripped Fizzle’s wrist. “I can’t leave Keely alone. What if he hurts her?”

“He won’t touch her Danielle. Not with Ajahn Brees here. And, we can watch her the whole time. The Ajahn is just inside by the healing pool.”

Danielle searched Fizzle’s eyes and decided to trust him. She nodded.

“Take care of her Karli,” Fizzle said. “If anything happens, I’ll hold you responsible.”

The paka snorted and shook her head in protest.

Danielle followed Fizzle into the temple.

Inside, an old man sat perched on the edge of a wide circular pool shaped like a bowl its edge raised a few feet above the ground. The pool's clear water glistened beneath dazzling sunlight shining through the crystalline rock overhead.

A white-robed figure knelt before an old man with a bald head and weathered brown skin seated on the pool’s rim.

The old man glanced up as Danielle entered the temple and stared at her in wide-eyed astonishment.

“Hello.” Danielle half-waved and bowed awkwardly before the old man. “An atter struck my friend, and I’m hoping you might offer aid.”

The old man smiled and nodded showcasing a toothless grin.

Fizzle yanked on Danielle’s sleeve and shook his head.

Danielle jerked her head toward Fizzle, and he tipped his head toward the white robed figure kneeling on the ground.

Heat spread across Danielle’s cheeks as she realized her mistake.

The robed man sighed. “I’ll be with you in a minute. Can’t you see I’m with someone?”

The old man’s smile widened, and a raspy wheezing chuckle bubbled up from his bony chest.

“Ander, unless you want these blisters to burst, keep still,” the robed man said. He dipped his hands in the pool and spread his palm under the old man’s gnarled feet. A warm orange glow blossomed under the old man’s feet, and his shoulders eased. The robed man stood and offered Ander a hand. “Do you have a pair of shoes? I can’t keep healing your feet every time I come to Misho.”

Ander shook his head as he stood. “They wore out last spring Ajahn Brees.”

Brees dipped into his pocket and pulled free a gleaming diamond. “Here. Buy some shoes. I’m going to check with Arossa before I leave the village. If I find out you spent that money on anything other than shoes, it’ll be the last time I heal you. Do you understand?”

Ander bowed low and took Brees’s hand kissing it as tears welled in his brown eyes. “Thank you, Ajahn.”

Brees pulled Anders upright. “There’s no need for the bowing and scraping. Just get yourself some shoes. Okay?”

Ander slipped the diamond into his dusty brown robe and scuttled out the temple door.

Brees faced Danielle, and his expression soured. He pushed ruffled light brown hair away from his face and glared at Danielle through piercing hazel eyes. “Aren’t you a little old for a sorceress?”

Danielle’s face flushed as adrenaline swept through her arms and legs. His golden skin tone matched her own. Other than his strange accent, he could’ve passed for any fair-haired Ayralen man. “Excuse me?”

Fizzle stepped forward and bowed. “I apologize for the intrusion Ajahn. Despite her appearance, she’s no sorceress.”

“I’m sorry Fizzle, but I have a hard time believing that. Her hair has lost its color. She’s clearly taken the hood.” Brees cocked his head and stared at Danielle beneath a furrowed brow. “Although she doesn’t appear to be particularly strong at her craft.”

A seed of anger swelled in Danielle’s chest as she returned the shaman’s glare. “You don’t have to speak as if I’m not here.”

Brees’s eyes widened. “I don’t recognize your accent. Are you Calagian?”

“I don’t have time to go into my life history,” Danielle said. “My friend is sick.” She pointed toward the temple door. “An atter struck my friend, and she needs healing. Can you help me?”

Fizzle let go a nervous chuckle. “I’m sorry Ajahn. She’s a foreigner and doesn’t understand our customs.” Fizzle pulled Danielle’s sleeve and whispered in a low urgent tone. “Miss Danielle, you must address the shaman as Ajahn. It’s rude to speak to him with such familiarity.”

Brees waved off Fizzle. “It’s okay Fizzle.” He glanced over Danielle’s shoulder at Keely lying motionless atop Karli. “An atter strike is it?”

“Yes Ajahn. I’m afraid they strayed into my farm without realizing it.” Fizzle pointed toward Keely. “She took a point-blank shot in the rear end.”

Brees cringed and shook his head. “Are you or your friend suffering from any mental disability? Dehydration perhaps?”

“Mental disability?” Danielle glared. “They were motionless heaps of rock in the middle of an empty desert. A few signs might help you know.”

Brees held up a callused hand. “Relax. I didn’t mean to stir you up. Let’s take a look at her, okay?”

Danielle nodded. “Thank you.”

Brees left the temple followed by Danielle and Fizzle. His expression grew concerned as he circled Karli and opened Keely’s closed eyelid. “Hmm….” He moved behind the paka and examined the dark, clotted wound in Keely’s rear end before nodding and facing Danielle. “Your friend needs healing.”

Danielle raised an eyebrow. “What gave it away? The blackened hole in her buttocks? Or her total unconsciousness?”

“Miss Danielle, please,” Fizzle said.

“I can fix her, but it’ll cost you ten diamonds,” Brees said.

“Ten diamonds. Are you mad?” Danielle said. “From where I come from, we consider one diamond a fortune. But, you people seem to grow them like weeds.”

Fizzle turned a pleading expression on Brees. “Ajahn, that price does seem somewhat… steep. Even I wouldn’t carry such a large amount without guards.”

Brees shrugged. “I don’t know what games this sorceress is playing, but she’s led you astray. Even the weakest sorcerers can afford ten diamonds.”

“But, I don’t have it. You can’t just let her die!”

Brees shrugged. “I’m leaving tomorrow. If you come up with the stones, you’ll find me here at the temple. Good day sorceress.” He tipped his head, turned, and disappeared inside the temple.

***

Thick clouds hung low over the churning seas along Meranthia’s southeastern coast. Pockets of blue sky dotted the cloud bank allowing shafts of golden sunlight through. The light bounced off the churning whitecaps hammering the shoreline below. Lightning flashed behind the darkening clouds followed by a thunderclap and a steady downpour of cold rain. The mixture of ominous storm clouds and bright sunlight made an unnerving seascape.

Ronan and Rika glided thirty feet above the half-frozen coastline. To their right, the Adris Mountain’s jagged cliffs loomed over the crashing waves.

Pellets of icy sleet pinged off Ronan’s spirit shield. Intermingled raindrops turned to steam as they sizzled against the deadly spirit energy. They’d spent the last three days scouring the southern coastal waters for any sign of Tara’s ship. They’d searched the open sea and the occasional rocky inlet, but found nothing.

Many expeditions had explored Meranthia’s far southern coast without a single one returning. With death a near certainty, scant few volunteered to lead new excursions.

“We must’ve crossed a hundred and fifty miles by now Rika,” Ronan said. “We should turn back and help Devery search for Tara north of Porthleven.”

Rika drifted on the southern wind gliding in the form of a giant snow eagle. “Just a few more minutes. I thought I saw a glimmer over the ocean a few miles ahead.”

Ronan channeled enhancement magic and heightened his vision. He scanned the horizon to his left where Rika had indicated.

Dark rolling ocean stretched out for hundreds of miles beneath looming gray skies.

“I don’t see anything.”

“Be patient,” Rika said. “Keep looking.”

Ronan squinted searching the choppy whitecaps for any strange movement.

A patch of sunlight opened, shining on a distant stretch of open ocean. A bright pinpoint of light flashed, then faded as black storm clouds sealed the patch of open sky.

“I saw it! How high can you fly against this headwind?” Ronan said.

“Another thirty feet, maybe higher. Hang on.” Rika beat her wings faster climbing to her left battling the freezing headwind. 

Ronan clung to the saddle mounted atop Rika’s back.

She struggled, climbing higher against the developing storm. Fifty feet separated Rika from the churning sea while she closed within a stone’s throw of their final destination. Swirling wind tossed her left and right as she struggled to preserve altitude against the vicious storm front.

“One more minute Rika,” Ronan said. “If that’s Tara’s ship, I want plenty of distance between us and her.”

“That’s easy for you to say. You aren’t fighting this storm,” Rika said. “I can’t stay out here much longer Ronan. I’m going to have to land and rest soon.”

Behind them, the Adris Mountain’s jagged cliffs appeared as a faraway strip of land. Ahead, freezing cold water stretched out forever touching the world’s edge.

Fifty feet below, bobbing on the ten-foot swells, a large gray blob floated on the ocean’s surface.

“I don’t see a ship, but there’s something floating on the water,” Ronan said.

“I’ll go lower. I can’t fight this wind anymore.” Rika flattened her wings and the wind pushed her downward toward the ocean surface.

Ronan stared, jaw agape, when the creature floating atop the water came into view.

A dead fifty-foot long sea creature bobbed amid the white froth turned red with the beast’s blood. Eight long tentacles accounted for most of its length. A dead, glassy eye located on its tubular shaped torso stared skyward without focus. Blood flowed from jagged rips in its gray skin inches above its enormous eye. A red pool of blood spread outward flowing from its mortal wounds at an alarming rate. One of its tentacles appeared torn, hanging loose attached by a thin sliver of flesh.

“What in the name of Elan is that?” Ronan said.

Rika swooped over the dead beast coming within six inches of its unfocused glassy eye. She climbed and flew in a slow arc circling the sea where the creature floated. “I don’t know, but I wonder what creature could’ve torn it apart.”

“I know what you’re thinking,” Ronan said. “Stop it. A whale or shark probably killed it.”

Beneath the dead creature, dark outlines moved beneath the murky surface. The largest creature, thirty feet long, edged near the surface as if investigating the carcass. As it inched nearer, smaller, nimble shapes darted away, moving deeper into the ocean’s depths.

Rika rose fifteen feet over the waves and hovered, watching the battle beneath the surface unfold. “Is that a whale?”

Ronan’s shoulders relaxed as his muscle tension faded. He’d let Montgomery’s story conjure visions of dragons. But, they hadn’t seen any sign of the mythical beasts during their entire journey southward. “I think so. Maybe it killed the creature.”

“It looks like the sharks have arrived for an easy meal,” Rika said.

“They can have at it. Let’s go.”

From the swirling clouds overhead, a screeching howl split the air.

The short hair on Ronan’s neck bristled, and he snapped his head skyward.

A massive beast with a hundred foot wingspan descended. Its glistening black talons extended toward Ronan.

Rika screeched darting away in time to avoid the dragon’s talons by inches.

Cold dread washed along Ronan’s spine as he slipped free the sheba blade strapped to his shoulder. The blade felt heavy and cold in his numb hands. “Dear God, it can’t be. Rika fly!”

Rika didn’t need prompting as she beat her wings with furious abandon and flew at breakneck speed toward shore.

Behind them, a shrill screech preceded the furious sounds of splashing and tearing.

Ronan’s heart pounded in his ears, and his legs turned to mush leaving him barely able to hang onto Rika’s saddle. He spared a quick glimpse over his shoulder, and his body stiffened as primal fear soaked deep into his bones. 

A dragon with thick golden scales clutched the sea creature in its talons carrying it like a child’s toy. Its enormous jaw opened, revealing row after row of razor sharp teeth each a foot long. The dragon’s ears perked, and it snapped its massive neck downward. With a violent splash, the beast’s armored head disappeared beneath the rolling waves. A moment later, its head reappeared holding a wriggling great white shark like a minnow in its powerful jaws. The dragon tipped its head backward, opened its jaws, and let the floundering shark slide down its gullet.

Ronan channeled more power into the spirit shields surrounding him and Rika. He tapped enhancement energy and sent a charge through his sheba blade’s core. 

The dragon twisted its neck toward Rika, opened its massive jaws, and screeched. Bits of tattered shark flesh and bone blew in a wide arc across the open sea.

Rika flew faster opening fifty feet of distance between her and the dragon while she let loose a high-pitched wail.

Ronan spun to face the dragon while securing his body to Rika’s with two leather straps dangling from her saddle. “Fly Rika and don’t stop! Elan save us don’t stop!”

As the dragon beat its golden wings, undulating waves rippled across the sea. It launched itself forward, jaws gaping.

The rain’s intensity increased, and the storm clouds thickened into a dark black mass. 

Streaks of rain sizzled off Ronan and Rika’s shields. Ronan prayed they’d reach the shoreline before the dragon overtook them. He pushed a ball of blue spirit energy into his outstretched palm and readied his arm for attack.

The dragon closed the distance with ease opening its jaws wider as it moved within feet of Rika’s tail feathers.

Ronan pitched the spirit collected in his palm directing it toward the dragon’s open mouth.

The spirit attack blazed forward and slammed into the dragon’s face scoring a direct hit. An energy barrier surrounding the dragon rippled. Ronan’s attack scattered across a spirit shield surrounding the dragon.

A sick knot of fear twisted in Ronan’s stomach while he looked on horror-stricken. Without slowing, the dragon had ignored a spirit attack meant to dissolve a man under normal conditions. “Up! Fly up Rika!”

Rika screeched and pitched her snow eagle’s body upward. The dragon's oncoming snout nudged Rika's spirit shield.

She careened backward tumbling over the dragon’s snout.

Ronan’s shield collided with the dragon’s sending ripples of blue and white energy flaring in both shields. By Elan's grace alone, he clung to Rika’s saddle. They tumbled through the rain and wind riding the dragon’s spine toward its spiked tail.

The dragon twisted its tail as if to swat Rika while she and Ronan tumbled free finding open sky and the approaching sea below.

Ronan grabbed the saddle horn and clung by his fingertips as he and Rika spiraled downward in an out of control death roll.

“Take a breath Ronan!” Rika screamed over the wind, rain, and the dragon’s deafening roar. She shifted into a giant walrus as she and Ronan smashed into the icy water. Ronan’s shield held strong as Rika surged through the water with speeds only capable by sea-born creatures.

Overhead, the dragon roared. It swung its neck from side to side as its flight speed slowed searching for Ronan and Rika.

Rika pushed faster towards the shore, closing within three hundred yards of the towering cliffs.

Ronan held his breath and glanced upward.

The dragon flew a foot over the water’s surface tracking Rika's movement. The sky lightened as the dragon’s shadowy blur streaked forward toward the shoreline.

Ronan’s stomach fluttered. Had the dragon decided to give up?

Ten yards ahead the dragon’s head broke the water’s surface. It turned glowing blue eyes on Rika lunging toward her with wide open jaws.

With three quick kicks Rika shot upward and shifted into a fast moving hawk when she broke the water’s surface. She beat her wings and screeched as the sea cliffs loomed overhead.

The dragon lifted off from the choppy surf still clutching the sea creature in its dripping wet talons. It roared and shot upward following Rika’s trail.

Ronan prepared a second spirit attack doubling the power of his first and waited.

Rika crested the cliff’s jagged edge and climbed higher following the steep rocky face of the nearest mountain.

As the dragon crested the cliff’s edge, Ronan hurled a spirit orb at the dragon’s head.

The spirit attack slammed against the dragon’s shield and flashed with brilliant blue and white light. The dragon wailed teetering on its flight path before retreating in a slow arc over the sea’s frigid coastal waters.

“Yes!” Ronan pumped his fist skyward and spun in his saddle. “Rika, fly behind the mountain before it returns.”

Rika curled around a snow-capped peak and climbed higher. She moved up a larger peak’s face with its summit disappearing inside the low hanging clouds. She shifted into a giant snow eagle’s form and spread her wings letting the updraft carry her hundreds of feet in seconds.

Ronan peeked over his shoulder and watched the gold dragon searching the lower cliffs for signs of him and Rika.

Rika flew faster as she raced through peaks and cornered rocky crevices and outcroppings.

The cold rain had changed into a driving windless snow as Rika plunged ahead widening the gap.

Ronan shot another quick glimpse over his shoulder.

The gold dragon curled around a snow-capped peak a half mile behind still searching peaks and valleys. “Don’t stop. I see it behind us!”

As Rika crested an icy ridge, a flash of red preceded a deep bellowing roar.

Ronan’s heart lurched, and his eyes widened as he looked on a second dragon only yards ahead.

Gleaming white, razor-sharp teeth flashed and the dragon roared.

The reek of rotten bloody fish rolled from the dragon’s hot rancid breath, and a wave of thick nausea gutted Ronan’s stomach. He pushed energy into his body toughening his skin and bones while shutting off his sense of smell and taste.

Rika screeched and veered off course twisting and tumbling toward a snow drenched valley fifty feet below. She spun upside down, careening toward looming snow drifts while Ronan clung to her saddle by his fingertips.

Heavy wings beat the air as the red dragon took flight chasing Rika toward the valley floor. His wings beat faster slowing his rate of descent, and he stretched out his talons preparing to land.

A blast of wind hammered Ronan as the dragon’s wings pushed air flows that sent Rika toppling.

“Hang on Rika!” Ronan channeled spirit into Rika’s shield giving it ten times more strength. But, could their shields withstand its full force? Could it breathe fire? Would his shield withstand a dragon’s fire attack? He didn’t want to find out.

The ground came fast, but soft as Rika drove into a loose snowdrift and Ronan piled in on her rear end.

Ronan scrambled to his feet and reached for his blade, but found his sheath empty. He spun while the snow around him gusted in torrents.

Overhead, a deep thundering bellow rattled the frozen limbs of a nearby grove of pine trees. The red dragon’s beating wings pushed a giant flurry of snow around his body like a great snow globe.

Adrenaline surged through Ronan’s body. He channeled spirit magic, readied a blast, and hurled it toward the red dragon.

The dragon’s shield crackled and dimmed under Ronan’s onslaught. It roared glaring at Ronan through smoldering black eyes. The dragon plunged its talons deep inside the snowdrift where Rika lay buried.

“No!” Ronan lunged into the drift trying to reach Rika first.

The dragon beat his wings in a furious torrent as it gripped Rika in its outstretched talons.

Fear wrung every inch of Rika’s face as snow fell in clumps from her protective shield.

Gusting wind pushed Ronan off his feet, sending him flying backward a half-dozen feet burying him in a snowdrift.

His chest constricted and his legs went slack as he watched the beast climb higher still clutching Rika.

Her shield crackled under the dragon’s grip, but the beast held tight rising high into the snowy afternoon sky.

Ronan pushed himself free and found his blade twenty feet away half buried in a snowdrift.

Rika stretched her hand toward Ronan and screamed. “Ronan! Help me!”

Ronan readied a spirit orb, but held back. He couldn’t risk hitting Rika.

The gold dragon circled far overhead, barely visible through the heavy falling snow. The red dragon joined it, climbing higher before disappearing into the clouds.

Ronan sank to his knees, watching the clouds swirl too stunned to move.

Moments later, the peaceful sound of falling snow remained Ronan’s only companion.

In The Navy

 

Heat flashed at the base of Danielle’s neck, and she glared at the sandy-haired shaman. “You call yourself a healer? How dare you leave a woman to die! Are you people barbarians?”

Brees froze beneath the temple’s arched doorway, his back to Danielle and Fizzle.

Fizzle’s eyes widened, and he looked ready to crawl under a rock. “Danielle, please.” He stood between Danielle and Brees holding up his hands as if to calm her. “You can’t talk to an Ajahn in such a… familiar way.”

Brees turned and faced Danielle and Fizzle. “Fizzle, have you ever known a sorcerer to think of anyone but themselves? She can pay the price.”

Fizzle turned pleading eyes on Brees. “Excuse me Ajahn, but I think there’s been a horrible misunderstanding.”

An old woman appeared behind Karli and stepped forward, stopping beside Fizzle before bowing her head. Her eyes flickered touching on Brees’s face. “I’m sorry to interrupt Ajahn Brees, but I’ve received urgent news.”

Brees’s expression softened, and his brow furrowed. “What is it Alona?”

Alona shot a sideways glance at Danielle before settling her gaze on Brees. “It’s personal in nature.”

A look of concern washed over Brees’s face, and he held his hand out for Alona.

Alona took his offered palm, and Brees drew her a few feet inside the temple.

The old woman glanced over her shoulder and turned her back to Danielle before whispering a few quiet words to Brees.

Brees’s face turned pale, and he braced himself against the door frame. His mouth fell open, and he nodded to Alona. He muttered a short thanks, and the old woman bowed before leaving the temple.

Alona kept her gaze locked on the dirt path while she moved past Danielle giving her a wide berth.

Brees disappeared inside the temple before reappearing moments later. A burlap satchel hung from his shoulder. He left the temple and slipped past Danielle without uttering a word.  He strode ahead moving toward the village entrance.

“Hey, where are you going?” Danielle hurried to catch the shaman as he strode with measured purpose through the village’s center.

“Leave me be sorceress,” Brees said. “My business is not your concern.”

Danielle glanced over her shoulder and saw Fizzle leading Karli and Keely from the temple pacing a dozen yards behind.

Brees walked faster while moving past the guard station and through Misho’s gaping jaw.

The sun’s raw power had returned during Danielle’s time inside Misho, and she wavered at the village’s exit.

Urtzi offered Danielle the barest of nods, and his stance eased.

Karli snorted as Fizzle led her from the village at a trot leaning on his atter stick a few steps behind Danielle. Keely remained secure atop the paka’s saddle.

Danielle grabbed Brees’s arm forcing him to pause.

Brees jerked his arm away and turned on Danielle as anger flashed in his eyes. “Leave me alone!”

Danielle’s chin quivered as she held the shaman’s intense glare. Her chest tightened as she fought back tears. “We’re all alone in your country. Please can’t you help my friend?”

Brees’s expression softened, and he ran a hand through his sandy blond hair. “Why do you have to do that?”

Danielle’s brow furrowed. “Do what?”

Brees shook his head. “I bet you’re used to men just melting in your presence and doing whatever it is you want. Am I right?”

Danielle shook her head. “I’m not sure —”

Brees cut her off with a raised hand and stared at his shoes. “With a few weeks of rest, your friend will be fine. The strike isn’t severe. I have to head north on urgent business and have three hard days of travel ahead of me. I can’t stop now to help her.” Brees raised his head and met Danielle’s gaze. “I’m sorry.”

Whatever these sorcerer’s had done to Brees, they hadn’t killed his compassion. Danielle could see it lurking in his eyes. “What if I told you I could have you there today?”

Brees raised an eyebrow, and Danielle smiled.

***

The Damocles churned through the ice ravaged sea hugging Meranthia’s northern coastline. The pitch-black night offered much needed camouflage for the ship and her crew. The recent stint of mild weather had offered the best sailing Tara had seen since her arrival six weeks ago. But, the temperature had dropped twenty degrees. Now, ice chunks battered the ship’s wooden bow every few feet.

“General Demos, we can’t sail these waters another night or the ice will sink us,” Tara said.

“Yes mistress. We’ve sailed away from the coast. Our scouts have spotted Meranthian warships nearer the coastline. It’s our intention to avoid confrontation until necessity dictates otherwise.” General Demos’s yellow eyes flickered downward before meeting Tara’s.

Tara had known General Demos long enough to understand his quirks. He held something from her. “What aren’t you telling me General Demos?”

General Demos’s forked tongue flickered. “It’s the sea ice mistress. I’m afraid it’s growing worse by the hour. Our scouts are reporting solid ice an hour ahead. If we don’t sail nearer the coast, we won’t last the night.”

“Then take us closer,” Tara said. “You don’t need my counsel for that.”

A low hiss escaped General Demos’s chest. “Yes Mistress, I would’ve done so already, but that brings the Damocles within range of a port city larger than suits our needs.”

“We’ve the Porthleven villagers and your commandos below decks. Might this port city suit our needs after all? I’m stronger now Gregor. If we can control this port, we can move inland.”

“Draco riders report a large shipyard in the harbor protected by a Meranthian naval base,” General Demos said. “We’ve come so far to risk everything on a needless gamble. Our draco scouts have reported a smaller village to the north that’s far more suitable.”

General Demos had risen to the highest rank of the Baerinese military structure for a reason, and she trusted his advice. “It seems we don’t have a choice do we General Demos? Can we make it past the shipyard undetected?”

“Perhaps. Much depends on the quality of the knights serving the young king. I believe they could detect us, if they’re watching.”

The Meranthians couldn’t understand the nature of her magic, and she had a few tricks up her sleeve. “Sail toward the warmer water General Demos. We’ll take our chances with the Meranthian navy.”

“Yes mistress.” General Demos bowed before disappearing toward the ship’s stern.

The Damocles groaned as it swung portside slipping through water teeming with boulder-sized ice. Over the next quarter-hour, the sea ice gave way to warmer coastal waters. The frigate made good time as it traveled north hugging the rocky shore.

Tara felt, rather than heard, a presence beside her in the freezing night air she loved so much, and she waited for General Demos to speak.

“The Meranthian town of Ripool lies a few minutes north beyond this peninsula.” General Demos pointed to a dark rocky outline extending into the veiled coastline beyond.

Overhead a low hiss split the silence followed by the sound of leathery wings beating against the frigid night air. A wrinkled brown draco came into view before settling atop the scout’s landing station amidships. The dark shadow of a Baerinese scout slid from the draco’s thin saddle and hurried down an ice covered ladder.

General Demos signaled for the scout, and the lone figure hustled toward the ship’s bow.

The purple scaled Baerinese scout appeared before Tara and knelt touching his knees and palms to the ice covered deck. His forked tongue slithered outward as if tasting the frozen sea air.

“Rise and give us your report Stefan,” Tara said.

The Baerinese scout stood towering three feet over Tara, but a head shorter than General Demos. “Two Navy ships approach our position my lady. They’re waiting just beyond the tip of this peninsula. But, the city of Ripool sleeps.”

“Did you see any soul knights aboard either ship?”

“I’m sorry my lady, the ship’s decks carried few lights, and I couldn’t determine the nature of the enemy raiding party.”

Tara gave the scout a brief nod. “Thank you Stefan. You’ve done well. Continue your patrol and inform me of any changes.”

“Yes, my lady.” The scout bowed low and hurried across the icy deck. He climbed aboard the draco’s saddle, and his thin lips parted, revealing jagged rows of sharp yellow teeth. A low rumbling hiss escaped the scout's mouth. The draco let loose a high-pitched squeal before flapping its long leathery wings and climbing into the night sky.

“General Demos, ready your squadrons,” Tara said. “I’ll need them in position as we round the cape.”

General Demos bowed. “Yes mistress. Should I tell the captain to alter our course?”

Tara smiled. “No Gregor. Tell the captain to slow as we round the cape. Just have your teams ready.”

General Demos bowed before descending narrow wooden stairs set near the ship's bow.

Ahead, the peninsula’s rocky finger appeared. Thick layers of slushy ice coated a thin strip of black jagged rocks.

As Tara ordered, the Damocles slowed. A half-dozen oil lamps hanging near the ship’s bow creaked on rusty hinges swaying with the change in speed and course.

If Elan had made a different choice, they could’ve changed the world, but his path didn’t include Tara. He’d made that clear. Elan’s path saw him bond with the conniving Earth Mother.

Slow heat simmered in the pit of Tara’s stomach. How she wished she had the chance to taste Lora’s soul. She and Elan could’ve ruled life and death in a way the creators never intended. They could’ve forged a power the world had never seen. But, he couldn’t overcome his antiquated morals and ethics. Maybe she’d asked too much of him. Maybe she could persuade this Ronan Latimer instead.

The frigate rounded the rocky tip and the hull’s wooden boards groaned. The port side oars paused above the choppy sea. The starboard oarsmen cut a trench through the water pivoting the frigate eastward.

Tara embraced the source of magic rooted inside her body and tapped into a small vein. She would need her power during the coming hour and resisted an urge to fill herself. Without a fresh supply of souls, her power would fade and she’d grow weaker. 

She’d have time to gorge on the infinite feast of unprotected souls awaiting her in Freehold. With so much power, Elan, Lora, and Trace combined couldn’t stop her. But, right now, she would conserve her strength.

The Damocles rounded the peninsula and set a slow eastward course toward Ripool.

Tara could taste the souls awaiting her in the port city ahead. Would Ronan find her in Ripool? Had he planned some elaborate trap? Facing him now, before he came into his power, might provide a higher chance of success. Better now than later.

She recalled the ancient notes that she and Elan had translated. Gabriel’s notes hinted at true power beyond any Elan and she had unlocked. Had this boy-king tapped into that vein? If he had, he might understand magic’s raw essence in a way she never could. If he had discovered Gabriel’s power, could he help her? Would he help her?

Tara’s stomach fluttered. Chasing impossible dreams wouldn’t serve her. Not with so many Baerinese souls depending on her.

Dozens of oil lamps littered the decks of the Meranthian war cutters waiting in the waters ahead. A beacon of white-hot soul light moved along the starboard side of the nearest vessel and stopped amidships.

Tara shielded her eyes as the knight’s aura gleamed against the pitch-black sky.

Thirty yards away, a knight aboard the Meranthian naval ship amplified her voice. “Stand down your oarsmen and prepare for boarding.”

The stairs behind Tara creaked, and General Demos appeared at her side a moment later. “Mistress, I’ve ordered the oarsmen to follow the Meranthian demands.”

The rhythmic groaning of the ship’s oars ceased. The Damocles slowed, drifting to a halt twenty yards from the Meranthian war vessels.

“Thank you General Demos. Make certain we properly greet the Meranthian boarding party.”

General Demos bowed before retreating across deck. In his wake, a pair of Baerinese crossbowmen followed as they fell back toward the Damocles’s shadowy stern.

Tara moved from the ship’s bow and strolled along the starboard side’s wooden railing. She stopped and gazed at the Meranthian boarding craft cutting through the black water below.

A trio of soul knights sat in the first of two rowboats laden with well-armed and armored soldiers.

Tara tracked the yellow, blue, and white strands of their souls leaving tracers across the black sky. Their souls, protected by life magic, remained out of her reach, but she could handle them nonetheless. Her mouth watered while she counted the souls of the unprotected soldiers weighing down the rowboats.

A rope ladder flew outward and rattled against the Damocles’s frozen hull.

Blue shields flickered to life, surrounding each soldier in the Meranthian raiding party.

A golden-skinned soul knight wearing officer’s insignia grabbed hold of the frozen rope ladder. He climbed up and stepped onto the ship's deck while his crew joined him.

“Greetings Captain,” Tara said. “On behalf of the crew of the Damocles, I offer you a warm welcome and safe passage. Please come aboard,” Tara said.

The knight trained his piercing eyes on Tara, and her skin crawled.

One by one, the soul knights and soldiers climbed the rope ladder until two dozen warriors stood atop the Damocles’s icy deck. The blue shields surrounding the soldiers shimmered, bathing the deck with an eerie glow.

A tug of nervous anxiety gripped Tara’s chest. She stood exposed and vulnerable to the combined power of three fully imbued soul knights. Did these men and women understand the true power they held?

The golden soul knight’s aura blazed, and he leveled his gaze at Tara as if he could bore a hole through her head and harvest her thoughts. “I hereby seize this vessel and all aboard under the authority granted by King Ronan Latimer. You’ll remain where you stand until we’ve searched this vessel from top to bottom.”

Hard goose bumps rose on Tara’s flesh. “Gregor.” Her single word hung frozen in the still night air.

A whooshing sound followed by the hard crack of two inbound crossbow bolts landed behind the soul knights.

The soldiers and soul knights spun as a dozen more crossbow bolts whizzed by sticking in the bottom of their two boarding craft. Cold seawater seeped through fresh fist-sized holes in both boat’s bottom.

Golden weaves of energy flowed over the captain’s skin while he turned his gaze skyward toward the source of the attack.

Tara, channeling void magic, sent tendrils of death mist curling from her outstretched palm. She pushed it toward the nearest of three soldiers scanning the ship’s deck for the source of the attack.

A brilliant orb of light appeared in the outstretched palm of the blue soul knight. The shield circling the knight’s body flared sending bright blue light across the ship’s deck.

Tara’s attack met brief resistance from the shield’s surrounding the soldiers. But, her power far exceeded the soul knight’s even in her weakened state.

Black mist passed through the translucent blue shield. It coiled upward circling the soldier's neck and drifting up his nostrils.

A ripple of pleasure coursed through Tara’s body. She shuddered as the man’s life force drained from his body, adding to her depleted reserves.

The soldier’s dull gray soul flickered, and Tara hooked the last wisps of magic to his soul thread and yanked. The trapped soul popped loose like a suction cup lifting free a piece of cut glass.

Gray soul energy weaved through Tara’s death mist traveling across the deck and entering her body. She shuddered with pleasure and added the soldier's soul to her growing reserves. Her raw power increased while the soldier’s actions came under her control.

Tara pulled on the trapped souls of the two soldiers near the first further heightening her growing power base. With three soldiers already under her control, could she capture more before enlisting their aid?

The golden-skinned captain whirled and glared pointing his bright yellow blade at Tara’s chest. “Helena, shield that woman.”

Blue light burst from the outstretched palm of the shield knight while Tara wrapped her body in a thick weave of pure black mist.

An opaque wall of blackness appeared between Tara and the wide-eyed shield knight. The blue orb collided with the as her spirit attack disappeared into the void.

A crossbow bolt slammed into the blue knight’s shield. A second bolt landed with a dull thud near the golden knight’s feet.

The captain whirled and faced a short round man standing over his right shoulder.

The old man’s white soul thread hummed with nervous tension while he cowered behind a thick blue shield circling his body.

“Stand ready Ivan.” Ten-feet overhead, the golden knight leaped atop the ship’s wheelhouse. He grabbed hold of the central mast's ladder and climbed.

Tara sent three more death tendrils spiraling across the ship’s deck toward a trio of Meranthian soldiers. The mist met increased resistance from the shield, and Tara channeled more power into her attack. The mist thickened before burrowing through the spirit barrier and finding fresh victims beneath. A moment later, Tara added three more souls to her cache of raw power.

The shield knight, Helena, peered over Tara's shoulder. Her gaze settled on the Meranthian warships moored off the Damocles's bow. A blue cone of energy sprang to life her lips and she spoke. “All hands to battle stations.” Her voice boomed across the ship’s deck.

A half-smile curled Tara’s lips, and she shook her head. “I believe they’re occupied soul knight.” She spat out the words as if speaking them nauseated her.

Confusion bloomed on Helena’s face.

Tara sent three more death spikes surging toward soldiers sprinting toward her with blades drawn.

Tara’s dark mist ate through their spirit shields, and a second later, the color drained from their faces. As Tara took their souls, the soldiers stood frozen and lifeless under her complete control.

Tara controlled nine soldiers and smiled. Spirit shields surrounded her new pets. She tugged on their soul strings and ordered them to attack the female soul knight.

Black mist radiated from six of Tara’s dark soldiers. An oily balm oozed from the extended palms of three others she’d created as souleaters.

In the crow’s nest high above the ship’s deck, the golden knight leaped into the basket with the Baerinese crossbowmen. 

A loud hiss slid past the crossbowman’s thin lips and the high-pitched squeal from a pair of circling draco’s filled the air.

The golden soul knight’s eyes widened in shock. His soul blade blazed with a fresh burst of energy, and he brought it to bear on the approaching draco.

Tara couldn’t capture the souls of those under the direct protection of Elan’s magic. But, nothing prevented her from killing them outright. She sent tendrils toward the remaining soldiers guarding, Ivan, the white threaded soul knight.

Tara’s souleaters flung oily acid from their outstretched hands. It splattered against Helena’s blue spirit shield like spilled paint. The black gel sizzled as a heavy bitter stench smelling of burned tar hung thick aboard the ship’s deck.

Fist-size holes opened in Helena’s shield as a mask of stark fear settled on her face.

High above deck two thin-skinned dracos glided above the crow's nest. Long leather straps dangled from their saddles, and they swooped above the Baerinese crossbowmen.

The soul knight surged ahead in a streak of golden light. He swung his blade at a speed beyond any normal Baerinese soldier despite their advantages in strength and speed.

The crossbowmen grabbed hold of the dangling leather straps. They held firm while the draco pulled them free of the crow’s nest while the battle knight’s blade found empty air.

The gold knight would come for her next, and if he reached her first, she couldn’t guarantee her survival. “General Demos. To me!” Tara eased backward moving from the melee on deck toward the ship’s bow.

A dark shadow streaked past Tara’s pets moving from amidships toward the bow. General Demos paused in front of Tara, and slipped free a pair of gleaming katars sheathed at his hip.

“The golden knight,” Tara said. “Don’t let him touch me.”

A loud hiss passed General Demos’s parted lips. His white forked tongue flickered as if tasting the seething violence.

A pair of dark soldiers ripped open Helena’s spirit shield. The mist surrounding their bodies touched her flesh, and Helena staggered. She dropped to her knees and buried her face in her hands weeping.

The gold knight leaped from the crow’s nest landing atop the wheelhouse twenty feet below with childlike ease. He surged toward Helena, his blade radiating gold light across the ship’s deck.

Tara bristled, standing frozen while the gold knight drew nearer carving through her pets standing a few feet away.

With a blinding streak of gold light, the battle knight cleaved through a dark soldier’s neck. The dark soldier’s head skittered across deck, but his assault on Helena continued without pause.

Two souleaters flung oily goo across the white knight’s spirit shield. Black smoke curled skyward as gaping holes appeared in his shield.

Ivan produced a thin dagger from his belt sheath and jammed its needle-sharp tip into the nearest souleater’s eye.

Black ooze sprayed from the wound and splattered across Ivan’s exposed face. Ivan screamed and his soft flesh burned. The souleater’s acid ate its way through the healer’s flesh and muscle. Deep pockmarks, curling with smoke, formed in his cheeks, nose, and lips.

Ivan howled clutching his face as he dropped to his knees. Soothing white light washed over his face forming new skin. But, the soul eater’s acid attack continued, chewing through flesh and bone.

A dark soldier towered over Ivan and raised his blade skyward.

Ivan's eyes widened in shock, and he raised his arms to shield the blow.

Lacking any empathy, the dark soldier dropped his blade across the healer’s neck like an executioner.

Ivan’s headless body flailed on the Damocles’s frozen deck like a fish caught out of water.

With Elan dead, might his soul protection have changed? She wouldn’t know until she tried. Tara sent a tendril of death mist toward the fallen healer as his pure white soul thread dimmed.

Searing pain pierced her brain like a red-hot poker. She screamed, dropping to the deck holding her head.

General Demos spun turning his back to the battle knight. His neck whipped from side to side scanning the ship's deck.

Tara released the death magic, and the pain receded. Elan’s magic held true. She waved off General Demos and struggled to her feet.

Behind General Demos, the soul knight raised his steel boot and leaped toward General Demos’s back.

Tara’s jaw dropped, and she screamed, pointing toward the surging knight.

General Demos glanced over his shoulder in time to find the battle knight’s steel boot connect with his lower back.

A gurgling hiss rushed past General Demos’s lips. His body jerked forward flying over Tara before smashing into the ship’s wooden railing. Frozen wood cracked and splintered while his katars flew from his hands and skittered across the icy deck.

General Demos lay motionless as the raging soul knight towered over Tara's body. He lifted his blade over her trembling body with death in his eyes. The blue spirit shield surrounding the battle knight dimmed and then flickered out.

The knight whirled in time to watch the once proud members of the Meranthian Marine Corps slice open Helena’s stomach.

Warm blood spilled from the shield knight’s midsection flooding the deck. Hot steam billowed into the cold night air. Helena’s expression froze in wide-eyed shock. Her blue soul thread fled her body and rushed toward Elan’s sphere.

The battle knight’s shoulders tensed as he whirled to face Tara his face a red mask of rage and hatred.

Black mist shrouded Tara, and she pushed away from the gold knight. She inched toward General Demos lying still atop the ship’s deck.

“You murdering bitch!” The battle knight’s face shook with rage as his grip tightened around his blade’s hilt, and he closed on Tara.

Tara’s chest tightened with fear as she ordered her pets to attack the enraged soul knight.

Black ooze flew through the night air and connected with the knight’s plate armor. The stench of corroding steel mixed with hot blood and burning flesh prickling Tara’s nostrils.

The mist surrounding Tara rolled forward seeping into the battle knight’s nostrils and eyes. But the knight’s enhancement power overcame the psychological impact of Tara’s magic. He marched forward as if bent on destruction.

“General Demos!” Tara shook the Baerinese general, and he stirred.

Cold steel gleamed under the full moon as a half-dozen dark soldiers closed on the battle knight slicing open his exposed back.

The gold knight screamed and dropped his soul blade. The dark soldiers descending like a pack of hungry jackals cutting him to ribbons inches from where Tara sat shaking.

A hard knot formed in Tara’s throat as she watched the knight die. “Elan, you could’ve avoided this fate.” She whispered the words for her ears alone as the knight’s golden soul thread disappeared in the frozen night.

Tara stood and leaned against the ship’s railing peering into the shadowy stillness.

Aboard the Meranthian naval vessels, dark soldiers and souleaters had slaughtered the remaining marines. They stood frozen like statues aboard quiet still decks. Dead Meranthian soldiers and sailors lay piled in grisly stacks at their feet.

General Demos staggered to his feet and searched for Tara. “Mistress!”

“I’m here Gregor,” Tara said. “All is well.”

A streaking blue light shimmered in the sky above the Damocles.

Tara snapped her gaze upward.

A blue soul knight flew through the chill air. He rode atop one of the Earth Mother’s creatures circling the disaster aboard the Baerinese frigate.

“It’s one of Lora’s creatures Gregor,” Tara said.

“I’ll send the dracos after him.” General Demos turned to leave when Tara grabbed his wrist.

“No Gregor. Leave him. He’d only capture them. That’s a powerful knight. His soul burns too bright.” Tara watched helpless, as the knight fled escaping across the frozen landscape.

Mara

 

On the desert horizon, the setting sun sparkled from the jagged peaks of a mile wide jeweled forest. The twilight’s orange hue heightened the crystal’s natural beauty. Rays of violet, amber, and green light shot miles high in every direction. 

Danielle, flying as a red-tailed hawk, pushed higher into the breezy evening air. On her back, she carried Brees and Keely.

Brees pointed to the glittering expanse. “Mara lies just ahead. I think it’s best if you land on the town’s outskirts.”

Heat prickled the skin beneath Danielle’s feathered neck. Keely hadn’t moved once during the trip, and she wanted Brees to help her sooner rather than later. Landing on the town’s outskirts would delay her healing. “Why? Keely needs your help, and I’ve kept up my side of the bargain.”

“Relax. I’ll help your friend,” Brees said. “Mara’s a big enough town that I’d prefer to take precautions.”

Danielle descended, gliding fifty feet over the desert floor closing in on the city of Mara. “Precautions? From what?”

“More like from whom,” Brees said. “Sorcerers mainly. They use Mara as an oasis between raiding attacks.”

“Now that I’ve proved I’m no sorceress, can you please explain just who these people are?”

“Before I do that, I’d like to understand how you shift your body into birds, cats, and who knows what else,” Brees said.

Danielle extended her talons and touched down on the sandy hard-packed ground and shifted into a lanky paka. She gave silent thanks to Fizzle’s paka, Karli, for offering the perfect disguise.

Brees jerked in the saddle and yanked at the leather straps wrapped around Danielle’s chest. “Could you give a guy some warning before you do that?”

Danielle let loose a short bray of laughter and slowed to an easy walk two hundred yards from Mara’s glittering crystal gates. She didn’t know how far to trust Brees. But, between her accent and exotic magical powers, anyone could see she didn’t live in Mara or anywhere else in Obsith. She opted for the truth. “Keely and I traveled to your country from far to the north. From a country we call Ayralen.”

Brees stiffened in the saddle. “That’s impossible.”

“Yet here I am.”

“How do you make yourself change into different animal forms? And Fizzle told me about the trees you sprouted on his atter farm,” Bree said. “I thought he’d tasted a bad batch of cactus whiskey, but he insisted.”

Danielle’s silence lingered for minutes before she stopped a hundred yards from Mara’s gates. “I don’t expect you to believe this, but in Ayralen trees grow so thick their branches touch. When you climb to the top of a tall tree, you’ll see miles of never-ending trees growing in every direction. Nature magic, and my ability, come from this very special place.”

Brees stared down at Danielle for thirty seconds holding silent before bursting into laughter. “You must think I’m a real idiot. Listen, if you don’t want to tell me, fine. Suit yourself.”

Danielle walked ahead and held her tongue before asking a question. “How did you heal that man’s feet?”

“You mean Ander?”

“Yes, from Misho.”

“I’m a shaman Danielle.”

“I know, but we don’t have shaman in Ayralen. What is it you do exactly?”

Brees’s brow furrowed. “I control elements such as fire, cold, and lightning. Ander had traveled the desert without shoes, and the heat scorched his feet. I pulled away the burn and used water to restore his dehydrated flesh. All Ajahn can do the same quite easily.”

“What’s an Ajahn? Why did Fizzle call you that?”

Brees smiled. “It’s an honorific for those born with my gift.”

“So you can rain down fire and lighting on me is that it?”

Brees’s body shook with deep hearty laughter. “I’m no sorcerer Danielle. The magic I hold gives me the power to use a sorcerer’s magic against him, but I can’t conjure a ball of fire. That’s what a sorcerer does.” A thin layer of disgust touched his last words.

“Do all shaman heal villagers?”

Brees sighed. “I wish that were true, but no. Most shaman choose to use their gift in a different way.” His voice turned sad almost mournful. “There are few Ajahn that offer healing services.”

Behind Danielle, a high-pitched screech shattered the desert calm. She jumped six-inches off the ground.

Brees reached for crystal blades strapped to his belt and craned his neck skyward.

An ominous shadow stretched across the desert floor, and a loud whooshing sound followed close behind. Twenty-feet overhead, a silver blur flashed by giving way to gleaming silver scales and deep-set blue eyes. Sand kicked up swirling around Danielle and Brees while a living dragon crossed above Mara’s walls. A blond-haired boy no older than ten seasons sat atop the dragon. He hadn’t spared a passing glance toward the ground. The dragon roared, and its heavy wings flapped before entering an even glide. It descended and disappeared behind Mara’s high crystal walls.

Danielle’s legs wobbled. Her thoughts scrambled, and she tried to make sense of what she’d just seen. Had she seen a real living dragon? Even though she’d seen Misho with her own eyes, the experience felt disconnected from the present day. She recalled Brees’s unwillingness to believe the Heartwood a real place. Wouldn’t she feel the same had he told her dragons existed? She felt as small as a grain of desert sand. She’d never questioned the wider world beyond Ayralen and Meranthia. 

“Great. That’s what I was afraid of,” Brees said.

The shaman displayed no hint of concern, and he appeared more annoyed than afraid. “Was that really a dragon?”

“Of course it was.” Brees’s brow furrowed as if confused.

“And the boy sitting atop the dragon?”

Brees chuckled. “I’d be careful calling him a boy Danielle. My brother’s five years older than me.”

Danielle gasped. “That’s your brother?”

“Come on. We have to pick up the pace. I need to get inside the city before Aren.”

Danielle trotted forward toward Mara’s arched gateway looming a dozen paces ahead.

A pair of burly guardsmen stood outside the city gate. They offered Brees the barest nod while Danielle moved beneath the town’s open gates.

An array of tightly packed buildings of various sizes and shapes loomed over a spaghetti bowl of winding sandy streets. Without exception, Mara's architecture consisted of a blend of multicolored crystal and smooth sandstone.

Three separate streets diverged from Mara’s entrance. To Danielle’s right, a narrow cart path hugged Mara’s outer wall teeming with merchants and shoppers. Shabby lean-tos, serving as makeshift merchant stalls, lined both sides of the dusty path. Vocal merchants stood outside booths hawking a variety of exotic goods.

The merchant nearest Danielle stood behind stacked baskets of dried brown fruit. Her neighbor sold dark jerky by the string, each hanging from a separate hook. Another merchant, working a nearby booth, sold stunning crystal rings and necklaces. The vendor across from him sat behind stacks of rough burlap cloth Danielle had seen worn by almost every person in Obsith.

To Danielle’s left, a narrow hard-packed street sloped upward. It disappeared thirty-feet ahead curved a blue crystal building. Merchant shops lined the street, but unlike the stalls, engraved signs hung above their open doors.

Ahead, a curved path led past a half-dozen well-tended single story homes. The path diverged, going right toward Mara’s center and deeper into a local neighborhood to the left.

A four-story temple, built from multicolored crystals, towered over Mara’s city center. But, unlike Misho’s temple, Mara’s temple stood twice as tall and wide. Atop the temple, a broad platform teemed with a half-dozen resting dragons.

Two of the magnificent beasts lay entwined dozing. Two others munched on the carcasses of some strange desert antelope.

The silver dragon Aren commanded settled atop the temple’s landing tower. It snorted before turning and sinking its snout into a ten-foot tall barrel near the platform’s edge. Water sloshed over the barrel’s side while the silver dragon gulped down mouthfuls.

Aren slipped from the dragon’s crystal saddle dangling from its side. He dropped three-feet before landing nimbly on the stone platform.

Danielle watched and worried the beast might swallow him whole.

Brees lowered his voice and whispered in Danielle’s ear. “Follow me, but stay close.” He dismounted Danielle’s paka form, and led her along the road ahead. They meandered through Mara’s twisting streets. Brees veered from a wide street bustling with foot traffic. He ducked onto a small stone path just wide enough for Danielle to squeeze through in paka form.

Danielle followed Brees hopelessly lost by the shaman’s wandering path.

Brees took a sharp right turn and followed a twisting path down a set of narrow sandstone stairs. He paused outside a closed basement door set into a two-story home. 

Brees worked the burlap straps holding Keely atop Danielle’s back. He eased her from the saddle and cradled her in his arms. He peered right and left before leaning inward and lowering his voice. “Don’t move Danielle. I’m going to lay Keely on a bed right inside, and I’ll be back.” Brees disappeared into the home’s murky interior carrying Danielle's best friend in his arms.

A sharp pang of fear rippled along Danielle’s spine.

As promised, Brees appeared a moment later and loosened the saddle straps before pulling it free. He climbed halfway up the stairs and glanced around the nearly empty street. “It’s all clear. Go ahead.”

Danielle shifted into human form while Brees descended the stairs stopping beside her.

Brees pulled a loose piece of dark burlap from his back pocket lowering his voice while he spoke. “Here.” He handed the cloth to Danielle. “Cover your hair. You’ll draw less attention to yourself.”

Danielle worked the dark cloth over her head. She covered her platinum sun-streaked locks tucking away loose strands before tying a knot at the base of her neck.

Brees nodded. “That’s good. If anyone asks, I brought you and your sister from Misho for treatment.”

Danielle nodded. “Thanks.”

“And try not to speak.” Brees cocked his head sideways and stared at Danielle wearing an odd expression. “Your accent sounds…strange.”

“Thanks. You really know how to impress a girl don’t you?”

Brees offered a slight grin and shrugged. “Come on in.” He held the door open for Danielle and followed her inside.

Danielle paused inside a murky entryway connected to a larger bedroom on the right. Keely lay atop a narrow bed topped with layers of the rough burlap cloth used everywhere. A crystal table sat beside the bed, and a lit oil lamp sat on top spreading a warm glow across the shadowed room.

Brees closed the door and stopped beside Danielle.

“I’ve delivered on my half of the deal,” Danielle said. “Please take care of Keely.”

Brees nodded. “I need to fill a basin with purified water. I have some upstairs,” he said. “Wait here. I’ll be back in a minute.”

Danielle followed Brees into the bedroom where Keely rested. She slipped into a comfortable crystal chair that curved to fit her body’s contours.

Brees disappeared up a stone stairway built into the room’s far wall. A moment later, the sound of muffled conversation drifted from the second floor.

Danielle’s ears perked as she froze straining to hear the conversation. She heard Brees’s voice, but the second voice sounded feminine. Had Brees a wife he didn’t mention? The thought irritated her.

The murmuring grew louder, and the woman’s voice pitched higher growing in intensity. She sounded distressed.

Danielle stood and tiptoed to the staircase. She climbed halfway up until she could understand their conversation.

“…sorry Catalin. I made it here as fast as I could,” Bree said.

Catalin’s voice trembled as she spoke. “I don’t know what happened to him. He was fine a week ago.” She sobbed and Brees comforted the woman offering soft words of sympathy.

Heat spread through Danielle’s cheeks. She should leave him alone, but for some reason she couldn’t pull herself away.

“Was it the fever?” Brees said.

“Yes. At first I thought it was sun exposure. I sent for a shaman, but the temple priestess said he’d gone to Zen to meet with the emperor.”

Danielle’s stomach sank. Arber had traveled to Zen.

“I’m sorry Catalin, but he couldn’t have helped Nevin even if he’d tried.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’ve seen this fever appear in the last few villages I’ve visited,” Brees said. “The sickness starts with small red spots.”

Catalin nodded. “Yes, Nevin had those, but I thought it was just a heat rash.”

“Did they turn into blisters when the fever came?”

Dread filled Catalin’s voice. “Yes. I didn’t know what to make of it. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“I haven’t found a way to stop it, and it’s spreading.” Deep concern touched Bree’s voice.

Goose bumps rose on Danielle’s flesh. Brees had just described the symptoms of Dimrey’s Plague. The illness had cost many thousands of Ayralen lives three hundred years ago. The plague had almost wiped out the country’s population. But, wardens discovered the antidote growing under their noses. An extract created from the fruit growing on heartwood trees provided the cure. The heartwood extract cured many diseases once believed untreatable. Danielle always carried a small sample in her belt pouch.

Wardens had modified the forest’s heartwood trees infusing the extract deep in its core. The antidote now grew inside the tree’s succulent fruit. As a regular part of the Ayralen diet, consuming the fruit prevented Dimrey’s Plague from progressing. But how had these desert people contracted an illness born in the north Ayralen swamplands?

“Catalin, I’ve brought a patient from Misho suffering from atter poisoning. She’s in the cellar,” Brees said. “I promised to treat her.” 

Light footfalls sounded on the floor above Danielle. “When Nevin fell ill, I’d prepared a healing basin hoping the shaman might arrive, but….” Catalin’s words drifted off. “Please take it.”

“Thank you.” Brees spoke the words with genuine tenderness.

Brees’s voice sounded different from the man Danielle had grown to know. She struggled to mesh this new facet of his personality. She liked the man she heard upstairs.

Heavy footfalls sounded above moving toward the stairway.

Danielle jumped, startled at the sudden movement. She scrambled down the steps and lunged ahead collapsing into the chair near Keely’s bed.

Brees appeared at the bottom of the staircase holding a crystalline basin filled with clear water. He placed the basin on the bedside table and knelt retrieving a round rocky container filled with white powder.

Danielle’s heart raced, and she forced even breathing. Had he caught her snooping? He gave no sign.

“I’ll have your friend up and around in a few minutes.” Brees stood and placed the container on the bedside table. His back faced Danielle while he prepared the medicine.

Sadness filled his voice, and he’d lost the spark Danielle had grown familiar with during the past two days. A thread of worry tugged at her chest. “Brees, can you stop for a second?”

Brees turned to face Danielle. Worry lines streaked his face, and his eyes appeared red and bleary.

A hard knot formed in Danielle’s stomach. He’d held something back from Catalin. She could see it etched in his face. She stood and faced him. “What’s wrong? Was that your wife?”

Brees raised a single eyebrow. “You were listening?”

Danielle’s face flushed. “I’m sorry. I couldn’t help it.” Her gaze drifted to her scuffed leather shoes. “She called you back to Mara didn’t she?”

“Yes.”

“Who was the man? Nevin you called him.”

“Nevin was Catalin’s husband, Danielle. She’s my sister.”

Danielle’s stomach fluttered. “Oh. I’m so sorry Brees. I just…well, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have eavesdropped. It was wrong.”

“That’s okay,” he said. “I knew you were listening.”

Danielle’s face flushed deep crimson, and she stared at Brees with her jaw agape.

“You make enough noise to wake a hibernating sand sloth.”

“I guess that’s pretty bad then?”

Brees slumped into the crystal chair beside Keely. His shoulders sagged, and he leaned back, rubbing his eyes. “Nevin was only thirty solars old. When I last saw him, he was strong as a paka. I don’t understand what’s happening, but it’s trouble for us all.”

“Maybe I can help?”

Brees lifted his head and met Danielle’s gaze before shaking his head. “The rash is spreading Danielle, and I can’t stop it.”

“Brees, I might —”

“Catalin’s sick Danielle. I think she has the fever.”

Danielle gasped. “Why do you think that?”

“I saw a small red cluster of bumps raised on her shoulder.”

Danielle’s stomach sank. She knew how fast Dimrey’s Plague spread. If left untreated, the fever could kill every person inside Mara’s walls within a month. “Brees, roll up your sleeves. I need to see your forearms.”

“I don’t feel sick,” Brees said.

Danielle knelt before the shaman and held his hands. His skin felt warm and rough beneath her soft touch. She held his gaze, and her legs weakened beneath his stare. “Don’t be stubborn.” She curled back his sleeve to his elbow and turned his right arm over exposing the soft underside.

A scattered patchwork of red blotches streaked his arm ending near his wrist.

Danielle reeled and stifled her shock. “Brees, I think —”

The back door swung open, and a boy with close-cropped blond hair strode through slamming the door shut behind him. His blue eyes traveled up and down Danielle as if examining a drunken vagrant. “Who’s this?”

Brees stood, rolled down his sleeve, and faced his brother. “She’s from Misho Aren, I’m —”

“Where’s Catalin? I’m hungry.” Ignoring Brees, Aren moved to the stairway and glared upstairs as if his sister should read his mind. “Catalin! Bring me some figs and jerky! I don’t have all day!”

“Aren. Shut up!” Brees said.

Aren’s head snapped toward Brees. “How dare you speak to me like that.”

Aren stormed across the room until he stood before Brees glaring upward. “I could kill you where you stand.”

Under different circumstances, Danielle might have found the scene comical. She’d dealt with petulant children, and Aren showed all the signs.

“Go ahead. Let’s see how far you get.” Brees didn’t move appearing more bored than frightened.

Danielle hung her head and slid backward trying her best to disappear inside the crystal walls.

“What a waste.” Disgust touched Aren’s eyes as he stared at Brees, his face a mask of contempt and loathing. “Such potential thrown away on cowardice.” A sneering half-smile crossed his face.

“What do you want Aren?” Brees said.

Aren slipped into the bedside chair not sparing Keely a cursory glance. “I see you brought home another one of your projects.” His feet dangled from the chair, and he leaned backward.

“Never mind that. Why are you here?” Brees said.

“Can’t I come visit my family? Do you think I’ve no heart?”

Brees sighed. “I don’t think you understand the concept of family Aren.”

“Such noble sentiments.” Aren shook his head. “A bleeding heart just like father.”

“Why don’t you finish spouting your insults so you can get to the point,” Brees said. “I’ve got work to do.”

“The sultan has ordered you to the temple. He's gathering his forces for a raid.”

“Stealing diamonds from more farmers? I’ll pass,” Brees said.

“It’s nothing like that. These orders came straight from the emperor.”

Brees’s brow furrowed. “The emperor? Why would the emperor order Calag’s sultan on a raid?”

“I don’t know, and I don’t care.” Aren stood and glanced toward the empty stairs. “I’ll find my own dinner.” He flipped up his hood leaving his face shadowed and strode toward the door. Inside the entryway, he paused and faced Brees. “You have thirty minutes. If you fail to arrive, the sultan will issue a warrant for your arrest.”

Brees shook his head. “How will the sultan arrest me if I’m in the middle of the desert?”

Aren’s eyes softened by a fraction. “Just show up Brees. Don’t be a coward for once.” He opened the door and shut it behind him leaving silence in his wake.

Homeward Bound

 

Amid a dark gray sky, thick falling snowflakes blotted out the dragon’s fading shadows. They climbed a massive peak whose summit ended somewhere above the low-hanging clouds.

Ronan’s hands and feet turned numb as a knot of dread sat like a rock in his stomach. How had he lost Rika? The mighty king of Meranthia and keeper of Elan’s vaunted magic, shoved aside like a stumbling child. 

Terrible thoughts entered his mind as he imagined what the dragons would do to her. He shuddered and pushed those thoughts aside. He’d come too far to let those feelings rule his actions ever again.

Winter wind howled through towering pine trees. The evergreens creaked and groaned in sharp protest.

Ronan stood and trudged through waist deep snow until he reached the peak’s rocky base. He stared skyward through a blur of melting snow that streaked his transparent spirit shield.

A jagged wall of sheer black rock flecked with pockets of ice and snow stood daunting and impenetrable.

How in Elan’s name could he reach the peak’s summit?  He couldn’t grow wings and fly. He didn’t know for sure if the dragons took her to this peak. They’d could’ve taken her anywhere, but what other choice did he have?

The slight wind blowing inland from the sea shifted. A swirling current blew drifting snow westward through the heavy pine forest. With the gust came a faint whiff of wood smoke.

Ronan jerked his head toward the scent and channeled spirit heightening his sense of smell. He inhaled, pulling in a deep lungful of cold mountain air and with it, the undeniable scent of campfire smoke. Standing here wouldn’t lead him anywhere. Ronan turned and trudged westward following the smoke trail.

An hour of traveling through hip deep snow and a towering pine forest found Ronan standing atop a steep downward slope.

A half-mile below, the slope gave way to a flat snowy plane. It stretched outward a quarter-mile before rising again on the valley’s far side. Sparse pine trees littered the bowl-like valley. Smoke curled from the chimney of a log cabin nestled near the valley’s heart. On the far slope, surrounding the cabin, a half-dozen smaller log buildings stood still and quiet. Well-worn paths connected the smattering of buildings providing more evidence of human presence.

Ronan enhanced his vision and studied the makeshift village. 

Nothing moved anywhere among the scattered collection of log buildings. He reached for his sheba blade reassured at its presence and walked ahead, making his way down the slope.

Twenty minutes later, Ronan laid a leather gloved hand on the nearest building’s rear wall.

Smoke curled from the stone chimney of a larger lodge-sized cabin a dozen feet down the slope from Ronan. Nothing stirred, and nobody came outside to greet him.

Ronan cupped his hands around his mouth. “Hello!” His warm breath sent spiraling puffs of steam skyward while he waited for a response.

Blowing wind and winter’s vacant silence returned his greeting.

Ronan followed the path to the lodge two-dozen paces ahead. He paused at the bottom of a short three-step rise ending in a snow-covered porch. Sparing a quick glance over his shoulder, he climbed the stairs and knocked on the front door.

A silent minute ticked by, and Ronan reached for the wooden door handle. He jumped backward when the door groaned and cracked open an inch.

Ronan’s hand curled around his blade’s hilt and he froze.

A woman who’d seen at least eighty-five seasons stood huddled in the door frame. An avalanche of rich furs and heavy quilts adorned her shoulders. “I’m glad you’ve finally arrived.” Her voice, like the rusty hinges, creaked, and she opened the door wide. “Now please come inside before you freeze to death.”

Ronan stood gaping at the ancient stooped woman.

Deep lines crisscrossed a face kissed by decades spent under the sun. Her wisps of thin white hair shimmered like a cotton field when a gust of wind picked up blowing into her face. “I’m afraid I don’t care for the cold. Please, come in and warm yourself.”

Speechless, Ronan nodded and stepped through the open door.

A great fire crackled inside a massive stone hearth built into the lodge’s far wall. A long handled cooking pot hung from an iron lug pole where yellow flames danced inches beneath it. Steam curled from the pot sending the rich aroma of beef stew drifting through the cozy room.

Ronan’s stomach groaned when the stew’s delicious aroma hit his nostrils. Sharp hunger pangs gnawed at his empty belly. As he entered the room, he nodded to the old woman. “Thank you. That’s very kind.”

The old woman eased the door shut with a loud click. “I put on the pot as soon as I saw you come through the woods.”

Ronan couldn’t imagine how the woman had seen him, but he thought it impolite to ask. “I’d certainly be willing to pay you for the trouble Mrs…” He waited for the woman to offer her name.

The old woman laughed with a sweet melodic tone. She sounded more like a twenty-year-old than a woman four times Ronan’s senior. “You may call me Moira if you please, and I’ve no use for coin out here young man. No, there’s no need to pay me, but thank you all the same.”

“I’m Ronan Latimer. I’m pleased to make your acquaintance.” He removed his hat and bowed.

Moira smiled and returned his bow with a slight nod. “Such a polite young man. Please find a seat by the fire and rest. Trudging through that heavy snow must have left you exhausted.”

Ronan felt no more tired than when he and Rika had awakened earlier that morning. But, he wouldn’t argue with a woman providing such generous hospitality. He crossed the room to one of two large pine-framed sofas stacked with thick layers of bear, wolf, and deer hide. He sat and perched his rear end on the sofa’s edge while he waited for Moira to join him.

“The stew will take a few minutes longer. I hope you’re hungry because I couldn’t possibly eat that much food alone.” She eased backward into the cushioned sofa facing Ronan and dropped the final few inches. Her shoulders eased, and she leaned back, relaxing into the tapestry of furs. “That’s much better. Now, why don’t you tell me how you ended up in our little hamlet.”

“Yes, ma’am. I’d be happy to tell you the whole story, but might you provide some directions for me first? It’s rather urgent.”

“Oh?”

“You see, I’ve lost my friend.” Ronan’s gaze drifted toward a black bear hide lining the wooden floorboards.

“Where did you lose him?” Moira said. “If he’s lost in the woods, I can fetch John, and he can help you search.”

“I wish it were that easy,” Ronan said. “I’m not sure how to say this next part without coming off as mad, but it has to do with the dragons roaming these mountains.”

Moira stared at Ronan as if in expectation, and she furrowed her wrinkled brow. “Yes, what about them?”

A wave of relief washed through Ronan’s body. “They’ve taken my friend.”

Moira glared at Ronan as anger flashed in her eyes. “Ronan, if you’re going to dabble in fiction, you can find another house to keep you warm.”

Heat spread through Ronan’s cheeks and neck. “I’m sorry Moira, but I wouldn’t lie.”

She stared into Ronan’s eyes as if appraising him for a full thirty seconds before she spoke. “I don’t see how that’s possible.”

“Why? They weren’t too happy with Rika and me earlier today.”

“This Rika, is she your friend?”

“Yes, ma’am. She is.”

“Ronan, the dragons have protected our village for many decades,” Moira said. “They could carry any one of us away at a moment’s notice, but they don’t.”

Ronan leaned back into the sofa’s plush furs and surveyed the frail old woman. “Moira, how did you end up here?”

“How did any of us end up here?” Moira smiled. “The dragons of course. They rescued us.”

Ronan couldn’t decide if senility had eaten away at her mind. He turned a skeptical look on Moira. “Rescued you?”

“I was a little girl when they found me.”

“Where did they find you?”

“We’re all from Porthleven Ronan. Every survivor in this village.”

A cold chill swept along Ronan’s spine as he recalled Master Montgomery’s story. “You were an offering?”

Moira nodded. “So, when you tell me the dragons whisked away your lady friend, I have a hard time believing it.”

Ronan shook his head. “I’m not sure what to tell you. I saw what I saw. Do you know where they could’ve taken her?”

“I’ve no doubt they took her to Dragon’s Peak.”

Hope swelled in Ronan’s chest, and he leaned forward. “How do I get there Moira? Please, if you know, tell me. I can’t lose Rika.”

“How do I know you won’t hurt them?”

Ronan stared at Moira as if she’d grown wings and took flight. “Me hurt them? They seemed to have no problem protecting themselves.” Ronan shifted in his seat. “But, as long as Rika’s unharmed, you’ve my word. I promise not to hurt them.”

“It’s a long hard journey Ronan. Are you sure, you —”

“Yes.” He gave a short, hard nod. “I’m sorry to interrupt you Moira. I’m just eager to find her.”

Moira’s ancient blue eyes held Ronan’s as if assessing him. “You love here then?”

Ronan nodded. “Yes, ma’am. Very much.”

“We can’t leave tonight,” she said. “It’s too dangerous.”

Ronan’s jaw fell open. “We? Moira, you aren’t taking me up the mountain. I don’t expect you to do that. I can manage. Just point me in the right direction.”

A thin smile stretched across her wrinkled cheeks, and she shook her head. “You don’t seem to understand. You won’t survive the journey alone.”

Moira held secrets. He could see them hanging about her neck like an iron chain. He wouldn’t try to pry them from her. Not when he needed her help. “If anything happened to you, I’d never forgive myself.”

“Don’t worry about me Ronan. I’ve made this journey a few times. I’ll manage.”

Ronan bowed his head. “Thank you Moira.”

“We’ll leave at first light. Now, let’s eat before the stew burns. Would you mind helping me with a bowl?”

Ronan leaped to his feet, and scooped two bowls worth of stew from the bubbling pot happy to have a plan of action. His grim mood improved, and his hunger faded as he devoured Moira’s beef stew.

***

Danielle’s stomach churned. She leaned against the sandstone wall and stared at Brees. Without treatment, he’d die in the next few days. Why should she care? His rude treatment and steadfast refusal to help Keely enraged her. But, she couldn’t shake an attraction for the man that went beyond his physical appearance. She cared what happened to him.

“Why are you looking at me like that?” Brees glared. “Are you afraid I’ll make you sick too?”

Danielle jumped, shaken from her thoughts. “What? No, of course not.”

“If you still want me to heal your friend, I can. But, there’s no guarantee she won’t contract whatever disease I’ve caught.”

“Brees, what if I told you that I know exactly what’s making you sick, and I could offer a treatment,” Danielle said.

His eyes widened and flickered toward the staircase. “I’d be very skeptical.”

Danielle nodded. “That’s how I felt about Keely. I couldn’t help her, but you can.” She crossed the room and stood inches from Brees. “Do you trust me?”

“Trust isn’t a word I throw around so easily.”

“Brees, you and Catalin have contracted a disease called Dimrey’s Plague.” She opened her belt pouch and fished out a small glass vial of clear liquid secured with a piece of hard cork. “It nearly wiped out the entire population of my country three hundred years ago.”

A half-smile slid across his face. “The country full of trees?”

“Yes.” Danielle ignored his goading remark. She slipped free her heartwood staff nestled deep inside her leather pouch. She’d shrunk it to the size of a toothpick when she noticed the extreme lack of wood anywhere in the desert. “A hermit named Dimrey Lamotte contracted the illness in Ayralen’s northern swamps. He carried it south into the Heartwood infecting hundreds along the way.”

His eyes glanced toward the clear vial. “What’s a swampland?”

“A swamp is a geographical area holding large pockets of shallow stagnant water. Swamps attract a large variety of insects, snakes, and other wildlife.”

Brees shook his head, opened his mouth to speak, and stopped. He held Danielle’s gaze, and his expression turned serious. “Go on.”

“His disease caught every citizen completely unaware.” Danielle’s stomach dropped as a sickening realization dawned in her mind. Arber had carried the disease to those people just like Dimrey Lamotte three hundred years ago. She and Keely might also carry Dimrey’s Plague. Their lifelong diet rich in heartwood fruit protected them, but that didn’t help the Obsith.

“What’s wrong?” Brees said. “You look as if you’ve seen a ghost.”

“Where did you first notice the sickness?” Danielle said.

“In a village called Suri. It lies just north of Zen.”

“How long ago?”

“Maybe a week,” Brees’s brow furrowed. “What do you know?”

“I think another man from my country brought the disease to your people. There’s a strong possibility Keely and I might carry the same disease. We were tracking him through the desert hoping he might help us make sense of some strange lights we saw over the desert last autumn.” Danielle channeled a trace of magic into her staff and it expanded, growing eight-feet tall.

Brees’s eyes widened with shock and he staggered backward. “What is that? What are you doing to me?”

Danielle glanced at her staff before settling her gaze on Brees. “It’s okay. This is a heartwood staff. The fruit from its branches cures Dimrey’s Plague.”

“Wood! You own wood!” His face turned ashen. “Even the emperor holds few pieces of real wood. You can’t let anybody see that.”

“In Ayralen, wood grows everywhere,” Danielle said. “It’s as common as the sand spread under our feet.”

“What are you going to do with it?”

“I’m going to help you and your sister.”

“You barely know me,” Brees said. “Why would you offer me such a treasured gift?”

“Because it’s the right thing to do.” Danielle yanked free the vial’s cork stopper and handed it to Brees.

He held the cork in his trembling palm gazing on it with an expression of shock etched on his face. “I can’t accept such a gift.”

“If you plan to move from village to village or climb aboard one of those dragons, you’ll do exactly as I say,” Danielle said. “If you don’t, you’ll hasten the spread of the disease. You need to issue quarantines in the outlying villages, and you can’t do that if you’re dead.” Danielle pushed a flow of nature magic through her staff.

The heartwood staff shimmered taking on a liquid appearance. A finger of heartwood separated from the staff, moved ahead, and touched the vial’s clear contents. Bright green light flashed in the vial, and the heartwood retreated.

Danielle cut off the magic flowing through her staff and handed the vial’s glowing contents to Brees. “Drink half. Your sister can drink the rest.”

“How do I know this won’t kill me?”

Danielle glanced toward Keely. “Do you think I’d kill you while my friend still needs your help?”

Brees pursed his lips and stared hard at the glowing green fluid. He placed the vial to his lips and swallowed half the contents in a single gulp.

“It will take a few minutes to activate.”

Brees nodded and placed the cork stopper atop the vial. “Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me yet. The sooner I return to the Heartwood, the sooner I can send larger doses of antidote for your people.”

Brees held her gaze a few moments and nodded. “It’s time I held up my end of our bargain.” He moved to the bedside table and dipped a crystal cup into the basin of water filling it half-full.

“Brees, why does your brother look so young?”

Brees loosened the canister’s lid sitting beside the water basin. “When a sorcerer gains his power, his hair turns blond, his eyes turn blue, and, outwardly, he stops physically aging.”

“Do they come by this power naturally?”

Brees tipped the white powder into the cup. When the rock powder contacted the water’s smooth surface, it fizzled and dissolved. “Yes and no. The emperor grants our power, but we’re born with the capacity to hold his magic. A sorcerer reaches his potential by ten solars. After that, his power begins to wane.”

“So his life freezes in time? How sad.”

Brees picked up a small crystal rod and stirred the water inside the cup. “There’s no reason to feel bad about it. A sorcerer never wants for anything in any of the seven kingdoms.”

“Why didn’t you stop aging?” Danielle said.

“I’m a shaman. The emperor’s magic works differently on me. I grow and age normally.”

“How did you and your brother gain your power?”

“Every year, the emperor sends emissaries to the capital city in each of the seven kingdoms. During that time, every boy and girl travels to their capital city for testing. Like I said, not everyone is born to hold magic.”

Danielle hadn’t given much thought to the nature of Ayralen magic. She’d yet to try inducting any new wardens or guardians into Lora’s Guard. Any man or woman could absorb the old shard’s magic. Did that hold true now? “I see. So you could hold magic granted the shaman?”

Brees nodded. “I was a rare case. I was born able to hold either magic.”

“Then why didn’t they give you both?”

Brees smiled. “Only the emperor can hold both lines of magic. It’s impossible for any other person to channel more than a single line.” An orange glow spread across his fingertips, and he dipped them into the cup.

The water glowed with a soft orange translucent light, and the smell of fresh baked bread filled the air.

The aroma left Danielle oddly hungry, but she pushed away the thought. “So you chose shaman’s magic?”

“When the emissaries found me able to hold either magic line, it caused a stir in Mara. Everyone assumed I’d take the sorcerer’s hood like Aren had five years earlier. When I didn’t, Aren became very upset. I don’t think he’s ever forgiven me.” Brees knelt beside Keely. “Can you help me with her Danielle? We have to force this mixture down her throat.”

Danielle knelt beside Brees near Keely’s head.

Brees dragged several of the Obsith version of pillows under Keely’s neck helping to prop her head.

“I’ll open her mouth and you pour in the mixture.” Danielle squeezed open Keely’s mouth and tipped back her head.

Brees leaned in and poured the mixture in a slow trickle over Keely’s parted lips pausing to let it move down her throat.

Danielle felt his body press into hers, and her stomach fluttered. “How long will it take to work?”

“She’ll be awake in the next fifteen minutes. After that we’ll see.”

Danielle’s brow furrowed. “We’ll see?”

“We’ll see if she has any brain damage. But, that shouldn’t be a problem. She’s been unconscious a short time. Some atter attacks go untreated for months, and the victim is fine. I just can’t make any promises.” He emptied the remaining contents into Keely’s mouth and stood.

Danielle peered inside Keely’s mouth searching for any trace of medicine. Finding none, she eased Keely onto the bed taking care with her head and neck. She stood and faced Brees. “Let me see your arm.”

Brees rolled up his sleeve. “Don’t get your hopes up. I know you think it’s this plague of yours, but I’ve found no cure.”

Danielle took his hand and twisted his arm.

“Ouch. Take it easy,” he said.

Danielle examined Brees’s smooth golden flesh and found it free of any blemish or mark. She nodded with satisfaction. “Give the second half to your sister.”

Brees’s mouth dropped open, and he stared at Danielle wearing an expression of awe.

“Now do you believe me?” She said.

Brees’s head bobbed up and down. “I won’t doubt you again. You saved my life.” His gaze dropped to the floor. “Thank you. I can never repay you.”

“You’ve saved Keely. We’re even,” Danielle gave Brees a short nod. “But, I still need to arrange delivery of medicine for your people, and I have to warn my father about what’s going on here.”

“Oh? I see.” Brees raised a single eyebrow. “I’m going with you to this…forest.”

“Going with me? I’m not sure that’s such a good idea. What about the sultan? He’ll have you arrested.”

“This plague could wipe out every living soul in the seven kingdoms. I need to see this through, the emperor be damned.”

“I promise I’ll send back medicine,” Danielle said. “You have my word.”

Brees shook his head. “They’re my people Danielle. I feel obligated. Besides, what if Keely needs more medicine? You can’t treat her.”

Danielle’s stomach knotted, and she flashed him a worried expression. “Could that happen?”

His eyes flickered downward before meeting Danielle’s. “It’s not unheard of however unlikely.” His piercing hazel eyes held Danielle’s for a span of three heartbeats. “You need me.”

Her stomach did a full flip-flop. Could he read her mind? She found herself nodding. “Okay, but don’t blame me if you’re caught.”

Keely’s legs twitched, and her eyelids fluttered. A low groan escaped her throat while her arms moved.

Danielle’s head snapped toward Keely, and she knelt beside her. She gazed up at Brees. “Go give your sister the medicine. We don’t have any time to waste.”

Heartwood, Sweet Heartwood

 

After three weeks of constant travel, Danielle, Brees, and Keely had arrived in northern Chukchi. They faced another day of hard travel before Danielle could find her father. She and the Prime Guardian could draw on the Assembly’s collective experience. Together, they could decide the best way to handle their new neighbors.

Dawn broke above the desert horizon washing the rolling dunes in brilliant shades of red and orange. The sunshine pushed away the night’s chill air and stirred the first inkling's of heat. The trio had traveled at night to preserve precious energy and to protect Brees from roaming Obsith patrols.

Danielle skimmed the sand dunes flying in a red-tailed hawk’s form with Brees sitting atop her back. “Keely are you sure you’re feeling okay?”

Keely flew low beside Danielle gliding off her right wing. “Enough with the doting mother routine Danielle. I’ve told you a hundred times, I’m fine.”

Fatigue weighed like an iron chain around Danielle’s shoulders. She wanted to find her bed, collapse, and sleep for a month. “Do you two want to stop and rest for the day?”

“Let’s push ahead,” Keely said. “We’re almost home. If I never see the desert again, it’ll be too soon.”

“I agree,” Brees said. “I don’t think any Obsith scout would dare travel so far north. For that matter, I didn’t believe surviving the desert this far north was even possible. That a sandstorm hasn’t already swallowed us alive is a miracle.”

Danielle coasted upward cresting a rolling dune. Despite Brees and Keely’s willingness to push ahead, Danielle thought she might collapse. “I’m beat. Let’s find a place to land and rest. Thirty minutes is all I need.”

The morning sunlight cast long shadows between the rolling dunes. Ahead, a pair of thirty foot dunes sat back-to-back forming a deep valley between. Such locations made ideal spots to build temporary shelters. Brees used his shaman’s magic to erect wards over the valley. Wards that provided the group protection from the rigorous impact of both heat and cold.

As Danielle topped the nearest dune, she beat her wings and extended her talons to prepare for landing.

A dome of clear orange light bridged the dunes. Brees had built these solar shields daily during their journey northward. Beneath the solar shield, two dragons curled in the sand half-asleep. Their childlike masters worked burlap straps attached to enormous double-seated crystal saddles.

“Move Danielle. Go! Go! Go!” Brees said.

Adrenaline washed through Danielle’s body, and her fatigue vanished. She beat her wings at a furious rate and soared skyward glancing back to find Keely hot on her tail.

Behind Danielle, the air boomed with a dragon’s deafening roar. Hurried high-pitched voices shouted rushed commands.

“They’re sorcerers Danielle. Whatever they’re doing, it can’t be good,” Brees said.

Danielle continued beating her wings at a frantic pace gaining more speed and altitude by the second.

“Don’t try to fly higher,” Brees said. “They’ll snap you out of the air for breakfast. Use the dunes. It’s our only chance,” Brees glanced over his shoulder. “I’ll try to stall them.” He loosened the leather cords attached to Danielle’s saddle and spun around to face the oncoming attack. He tied the leather straps around his waist and pulled free a silver amulet beneath his tunic.

Danielle’s heart raced as she hugged the dunes. She hadn’t the faintest idea how to defend a dragon’s attack or the sorcerers directing them.

Blue light crackled flashing inches from Danielle’s wing leaving the air ripe with the stench of warm ozone. 

Danielle rolled to her right while the dune before her exploded.

A billowing cloud of sand filled the sky engulfing Danielle and Keely.

Sand particles stung Danielle’s eyes and flew into her mouth coating her teeth and tongue. She let loose a hawk’s high-pitched screech while she flew through hanging clouds of dust and coarse sand.

A hair-raising roar came twenty-feet behind Danielle and Keely. A brown scaled dragon opened his mouth revealing a set of jagged white teeth.

Danielle’s stomach sank. How had it closed the distance so fast? She dipped lower flying into a valley nestled between two dunes. A second round of lightning sailed high over Brees’s head disappearing into the brilliant morning sky.

The brown dragon broke off his attack as his black claws scraped the sand dune.

Keely shrieked, and her head snapped left.

A dingy gray scaled dragon with a fifty foot wingspan flew parallel to Danielle and Keely. The double saddle mounted atop its heavily scaled back held a pair of riders.

The rider seated in the front seat could’ve passed for Aren’s twin. But, he wore his blond hair in a short buzz cut with a single knot of long blond hair growing from the back center of his head.

Arber Stroman’s bald head gleamed in the morning sunlight. He clung to the dragon’s rear saddle seated behind the sorcerer commanding the gray scaled dragon. He turned his face away from Danielle and Keely refusing to meet their gaze.

Danielle’s skin bristled. She curved upward skimming the sand dune’s peak before pitching down and right. She’d skin the man alive if an opportunity presented itself.

The young sorcerer glared while shouting an unknown command over the dragon’s head.

The gray dragon pinned back its leathery ears before tacking hard right. It pitched downward following Danielle and Keely’s trail.

Brees raised his palm and shouted strange words above the dragon’s screeching roar.

The gray dragon opened its mouth wide enough that the beast’s jaw appeared unhinged. Blue fire leaped from its throat crossing three rows of white razor-sharp teeth. The flames sprayed ten-yards ahead hurtling toward Keely and Danielle.

Danielle’s heart hammered as she held her breath and braced for the fiery impact.

Brees extended his arm, flattening his palm toward the dragon’s open mouth as hot fire streamed forward in a molten gout. The fire parted around a cocoon of glowing violet light. It passed over Brees, Danielle, and Keely leaving them unburned.

Danielle pitched forward as panic flooded her thoughts. She mentally ran through an array of warden’s armor she might invoke for protection. She discounted them all. She couldn’t risk slowing her flight speed. She pitched upward and left crossing over another dune racing away from the gray dragon.

Above Danielle, the sun darkened as a dim dragon-shaped shadow spread across the desert sand. The belly of the brown dragon descended, leading with six-inch gleaming black talons. It reached for Keely, but she swerved crisscrossing Danielle’s path. The dragon roared in frustration as its talons whiffed.

Danielle flew faster, skimming dunes as the pair of dragons gave chase.

The sorcerer commanding the gray dragon shouted. The beast broke off moving skyward in a slow arc that led him over Danielle.

Behind the sorcerer, Arber shook his head and shouted. Hot rage flashed in his eyes, and he glared at the sorcerer shaking his head.

Ignoring Arber’s rage, the boy directed his index finger toward Danielle. He moved his lips speaking words lost in the wind and fighting. A thin lightning bolt leaped from the boy's finger and streaked toward Danielle.

Danielle screeched, dipping below a dune and pitching left.

Brees muttered melodic words that flowed like music. The talisman dangling from his neck glowed silver while he flicked his wrist upward.

Silver light flashed then a mirror-like wall of energy appeared before Danielle. The sorcerer’s lightning bounced from the reflective surface. It ricocheted at a wild angle and disappeared into the blue sky.

The blond-haired sorcerer glared at Brees, his expression a mixture of anger and contempt.

Brees held the boy’s gaze expressing not the slightest hint of fear. He held up both palms tracking the sorcerer with his arms and shook his head.

Danielle streaked forward crossing the desert floor at triple her normal flight speed. She glanced behind her and found Keely had lost ground unable to maintain their furious pace.

The brown dragon closed the gap on Keely’s tail feathers, flying a few yards behind. The beast opened its mouth wide and unhinged its jaw while its eyes rolled backward.

A hard knot of worry tightened in Danielle’s stomach. She screeched a high-pitched wail of desperation and broke off cutting backward.

Brees clung to Danielle’s saddle straps.

Danielle performed a wild aerial maneuver that found them soaring upside down.

The gray dragon lunged toward Danielle, opening its jaws wide before Danielle flipped backward. A loud cracking noise filled the air as the dragon’s jaws snapped shut finding empty air missing her by inches.

Brees muttered more strange words and directed his palm toward the brown dragon’s open mouth.

Hot rage flashed through Danielle’s mind, and her fear faded. She extended her talons and leveled off her wild backward roll.

Fingers of blue fire licked deep inside the dragon’s throat as it prepared its attack. The shaggy haired sorcerer riding the brown scaled beast flattened his palm directing it toward Brees.

Brees’s eyes widened as sharp panic registered across his face.

“Take the boy!” Danielle said. She raced downward aiming her talons for the brown dragon’s exposed orange eyes.

Brees flipped his wrist upward producing a mirrored silver wall.

The sorcerer wound back his arm and hurled a bright ball of orange flames toward Brees.

Brees muttered a jumble of fevered words, and his talisman glowed bright orange before he clenched his hand into a tight fist. The mirror he’d built to reflect the lightning morphed, sagging in the middle to form a concave bowl. The mirror-like surface dissipated transforming into thick transparent glass.

As Danielle swooped into the dragon’s face, the beast closed its eyes.  The tip of her talon tugged at the dragon’s soft eyelid ripping open a wide gash.

The sorcerer’s fireball slammed into Brees’s glass bowl. Orange flames spread outward before traveling up the curved slope and disappearing.

The brown dragon roared in fury and pain before looping skyward breaking off its attack.

Arber shouted angry words at the sorcerer who flashed one last look of contempt at Brees. His lips parted again, and he directed strange commands to the gray dragon beneath him.

The gray dragon peeled away from Danielle. It soared upward traversing two-hundred feet in seconds and joined the brown dragon in full retreat.

A feeling of numb disbelief rippled across Danielle’s chest. Had she survived a dragon attack? She pitched left setting a course for the Heartwood.

Anger flashed in Keely’s eyes. “Where did they come from Brees? How did they know where we were? Are they following us?”

“Are you accusing me of something Keely?” Brees’s face turned a bright shade of crimson. “Because that’s what it sounds like. If you are, speak up. I’m all ears.”

“Stop it!” Danielle glared at Keely. “Do you think he would’ve saved us if he knew? Think Keely.”

“I don’t know what to think.” Keely turned her attention away from Brees and flew ahead in silence. “Did you try bonding either of those dragons Danielle?”

“No. I was too worried about surviving. Did you?”

“Yes, I tried.”

“And?”

“Their minds where locked tight. They pushed me away, and it felt deliberate.”

“A mental defense?”

“Yes. I’ve never felt anything quite so odd.” Keely said.

Danielle skimmed the sand dunes keeping low to avoid the sorcerers and their pet dragons. “I don’t know Keely. I’m too tired to think. When we get home, we’ll talk it through. I expect we’ll see the forest’s edge anytime now.”

For an hour, the three flew ahead holding silent.

Danielle fought exhaustion, and her eyelids threatened to close, her body demanding sleep. She’d drifted off a few times nearly crashing into several mountainous sand dunes. Brees prodded her when she drifted too far off course, but she couldn’t stay airborne much longer.

A gentle northern breeze stirred.

The fresh scent of cinnamon drifted across Danielle's nostrils. Sharp chills ran along her wings. “Keely! Do you smell that? We’re home!” A fresh wave of energy blazed through her body chasing away her exhaustion, and she let loose a hawk’s screech of joy.

The breeze stirred again presenting an ominous stench. The undeniable smell of smoke mingled with the Heartwood’s sweet natural aroma.

Danielle’s stomach lurched, and she scrambled skyward climbing the face of a monstrous dune.

As Danielle crested the dune’s peak her heart broke.

The Heartwood, in all its resplendent glory, appeared three-hundred yards ahead. Above the swaying treetops, scores of dragons and sorcerers flew unopposed. They rained gouts of fire and lightning into the forest’s heart.

Danielle wailed as shock overwhelmed her senses. She soared higher flying above the tree line hoping to chase away a mirage produced by her overworked mind.

An endless sea of black smoke and smoldering fire spread across the distant horizon as the Heartwood burned.

Cold Confines

 

From the decks of the Meranthian naval vessel, Arianne, Ripool’s harbor lights came into view. The winter winds had grown stronger since the confrontation with the Meranthian soul knights. Heavy clouds covered the city, bringing an ominous warning of a looming storm.

Tara leaned against the railing gazing at the harbor lights while her thoughts traveled back in time. Tearstains streaking her cheeks froze while fresh drops formed in the corners of her eyes.

The Arianne heaved lurching through cold choppy waters. The city's twinkling lights blurred, running together in a jumbled mess. 

A hard lump settled in Tara’s stomach, and she tightened her grip on the ship’s iron railing. Why did these feelings haunt her? In her mind, she replayed the butchering of those beautiful souls aboard the Damocles. Her chest constricted with grief. Those souls represented the best humanity could offer. Souls she’d helped create, and had once cherished. How could she continue with their despicable plan? Where would she find the inner strength? A numb ache settled in the stiff muscles of her arms and legs.

A low hiss broke the silence rumbling from General Demos’s chest where he stood a few feet behind Tara.

She paid no attention to his arrival and cared not to speak to him. “What do you want General Demos?”

“We’re approaching the harbor mistress. Do you have orders?”

“I can’t do this Gregor. I thought I could, but they’re my people.”

General Demos moved ahead until he stood beside Tara on the railing. “They rejected you. They’re no more your kind than they are mine.”

Tara shook her head. “You’re wrong Gregor. I could almost taste the soul threads of those knights. The beauty I saw almost overcame me. I’d forgotten what I’d walked away from.” She hung her head and stared into the black water. “I’ve made mistakes.”

“Walked away? Elan abandoned you. You told me yourself.” General Demos glared and pointed toward Ripool. “He cast you out! Have you forgotten?”

She wiped fresh tearstains from her eyes and cheeks. How could he understand? “No, Gregor. I wish I could forget, but I haven’t.”

“Besides, we’ve nowhere left to go,” General Demos said. “By now, a foot of water should cover vast sections of the inner farmlands. If we could stop our continent from sinking, we’d have no need for this land or these humans. But that’s impossible.”

“Maybe this King Ronan would be willing to help us if we approached him as partners,” Tara said.

“What makes you believe humans have changed? Fear drives them like cattle. Even if they allowed our people inside their borders, they could never understand our ways.”

“Two thousand years is a long time Gregor. Maybe they’ve changed.”

“I know this is hard for you, but it’s better this way.” General Demos rested his hand on Tara’s wrist. “I’m sorry. But we’ve only a single path forward.”

Tara couldn’t look at him. Her chin quivered, and she lowered her head. “I never wanted any of this.”

“If another path presented itself, perhaps.” General Demos shook his head. “Our people are too proud to serve a weaker race, and we’ve come too far to risk tens of thousands of lives on human generosity.”

“Lora’s children might lend us aid,” Tara said.

General Demos shook his head. “They’re as human as the Meranthians. They would label us monsters and cast us out…again.”

Tara’s chin dropped, and her shoulders sagged in resignation. “I’ll need you with me the whole way Gregor. I can’t go through this alone.”

From the midnight sky, a draco scout appeared like a ghost landing on the ship’s bow near Tara and General Demos. A brown-scaled Baerinese scout dismounted the draco. He strode across deck and stopped before General Demos. The scout saluted snapping together his black leather boots with military precision.

General Demos returned the salute. “At ease corporal. What’s your report?”

The soldier relaxed spreading his legs shoulder width apart. “The humans have abandoned Ripool my lord.” The soldier’s forked tongue flickered, and his gaze darted toward Ripool’s naval base. “But, the stronghold’s on high alert. A full battalion of troops are awaiting our arrival in port.”

Tara’s stomach dropped. “Are soul knights among them?”

“It’s uncertain my lady. They might cower inside the stronghold, but I saw none lining the ramparts.”

“Corporal, have you any further reports on the sea ice?” General Demos said.

“It’s thickening my lord. We expect the ice to block the harbor’s mouth by morning.”

“When we come within range of their ballista, they’ll open fire on our decks,” General Demos said.

“Can we use the draco to evacuate our troops?” Tara said. “How many people can a draco transport at a time?”

General Demos’s fork tongue flickered. “We’ve six draco mistress. They’re built for speed not transport. They might carry one extra person a short distance before exhaustion overcame them.” He shook his head. “But, the draco have run constant patrols for the better part of two days. They’re exhausted. I’m afraid that plan would end in disaster.”

Heat flared at the base of Tara’s skull as her gaze settled on the Meranthian fort. An idea came to her. A risky idea for sure, but their entire voyage came at great risk. “General Demos, place the Porthleven villagers aboard the two captured naval vessels. I want them set adrift in the harbor.”

General Demos nodded. “Yes mistress, I’ll make sure it’s done.”

The Arianne heaved and pitched in the harbor’s ice-filled swells. The lights from Ripool grew larger. The city streets lay still and silent, but soldiers lined the stronghold’s ramparts.

Tara had let a moment of weakness rule her decisions. She recalled the anger on Elan’s face when she’d taken the dark magic. They’d treated her like a freak and forced her from their shores. She no longer belonged to the human race.

Tara clenched her teeth and tightened her grip on the ship’s iron railing. “I believe you were right about the humans Gregor. Please forgive my moment of weakness.”

***

The sled’s frozen ropes groaned beneath Ronan’s gloved fist. Two full days of traveling had brought him and Moira halfway up Dragon’s Peak. As the mountain’s angle increased, the sled carrying Moira became harder to manage.   

For two days, Ronan had channeled a constant supply of energy. He'd fed his body increasing his cold resistance, strength, and endurance. He couldn’t go on forever, without proper rest, he’d run out of energy and pass out cold.

Ronan tightened his grip around the rope and slung it over his broad shoulder. He trudged ahead pulling the sled behind. Every step forward took him another foot closer to Rika, and he intended to find her safe no matter what obstacle blocked his path. An ocean of Elan’s power aided his quest. He wished he could channel His power into a set of wings.

Ronan gritted his teeth, dropped his head, and pushed forward. His thoughts drifted to Rika, and the pain her absence left in his heart. He needed his Rika, but he’d always needed her.

Winter’s bitter wind picked up sending a squall of fresh powdery snow into Ronan’s spirit shield. It melted on impact sending puffs of white steam skyward.

Ronan glanced over his shoulder to check on Moira who lay bundled beneath a small mountain of furs resting atop the sled. He’d layered a spirit shield around her despite her protests. It struck him odd when she didn’t seem surprised by his magical gift. “How are you holding up back there Moira?”

“Quite well Ronan,” Moira said. “Thank you for pulling me, but I would’ve been perfectly content walking.”

“Just relax and try to stay comfortable. The wind’s picking up.”

“There’s a cave not far ahead. It will lead us to the opposite side of Dragon’s Peak. We’ll have a far easier time traversing the mountain from the peaks seaside face.”

“Yes ma’am. I’ll keep an eye out.”

The worn path Ronan had followed for the past two days narrowed leaving the sled’s right rudder hugging the ledge. Thousands of feet below, Moira's log home appeared as a miniature dollhouse.

Ronan trudged onward fighting through ankle-deep snow. Each step forward crunched through brittle snow. The sound came amplified by the high altitude and stark silence. Few creatures thrived at these breathtaking heights. Without Elan’s magic, he’d fair no better. “Moira, do you mind if I ask you a question?”

“Not at all Ronan. What’s on your mind?”

“When, I channeled a spirit shield around you, you didn’t seem surprised. Did you grow up around shard magic?”

Moira sat in silence for a full minute as Ronan continued to pull the sled forward.

Ronan thought she’d fallen asleep or maybe he’d touched on a sore subject. After thirty more seconds of silence, he spoke. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have pried.”

“It’s not that,” Moira said. “I’m trying to find a proper way to describe it.”

 “Describe what?”

“The way you shine,” she said. “When I opened my door a few days ago, your presence almost blinded me.”

Despite the bitter mountain climate, Ronan felt the first droplets of sweat roll down his neck and soak into his collar. Perhaps senility had touched the old woman’s mind. “What do you mean? I shine?”

“I see certain…things. I don’t have a better way to describe it. From time to time I’ve seen other people that glowed, but not like you. One trait they all shared, was the ability to perform magic.”

Ronan forgot about the treacherous mountain slope and deep snow. He paused and faced Moira.

“How do you think I saw you across the valley? Your shine gave you away.” Heavy layers of fur covered Moira’s body leaving nothing but her emerald green eyes exposed.

What other wonders had those intelligent eyes seen? If he asked, would she tell him?

Her eyes sparkled with amusement betraying a warm smile under her winter wraps. “It’s so strong in you, but it’s good. You’re a kind man Ronan. I can see it as plain as the snow falling from the sky. Rika’s a lucky girl to be sure.”

“How can you see such things?”

Moira shrugged. “It’s a gift I suppose. I’ll be happy to explain more later, but for now we should continue forward. The days are short in the mountains, and night will fall sooner than you’d expect.”

Ronan’s mind birthed a thousand questions, but he found himself nodding instead. “Yes ma’am.” He turned from her tightening his grip on the frozen rope and pulled.

For the next thirty minutes, Ronan walked ahead ever mindful of the narrowing path and the precious cargo behind him.

The sled’s right rudder clung to the dwindling trail by a hair’s breadth, and a dozen yards ahead the path ended merging with the peak. They’d reached the trail’s end.

“That’s strange,” Moira said, her brows furrowing. “We should’ve seen a cave entrance by now.”

“Maybe the ice has sealed it closed?”

“Yes, I suppose you’re right.” She nodded. “I remember the opening just a few feet before the path ends.”

Ronan pulled the sled forward and stopped at the spot Moira suggested. “Here?” He pointed to a snow covered patch of mountainside.

“Yes dear, I think that’s it.”

Ronan brushed away a thin layer of snow revealing several feet of clear solid ice. Unlike the surrounding rock, the peak’s black rock didn’t appear beneath the ice. Rather, back-lit gray light shown through the ice revealing a hidden entrance.

“Well, that’s a bother.” Moira’s words sounded as urgent as a child late for summer school.

Ronan smiled slipping his sheba blade free of its sheath. “I’ll have the way cleared in a few minutes.”

“Be careful Ronan. It doesn’t take much to trigger an avalanche.”

“I’ll be careful.” He moved Moira’s sled a few feet from the entrance and turned his attention on the frozen door.

The ice had hardened over the circular entrance forming a three-foot thick stone-hard wall.

Ronan channeled enhancement energy through his blade before plunging it deep into the ice near the wall’s base.

Ice cracked and popped protesting the sheba blade’s unwanted intrusion. Ronan pressed his blade into the ice hilt-deep. He paused while fresh water sizzled against his cherry-red sword.

Billowing white steam poured from the thin watery trail. Ronan dragged his blade upward. He carved through thick mountain ice as easy as slicing a hot piece of Mistress McClaren’s shortbread.

Ronan finished the final cuts and stood back admiring his handiwork.

“That sword certainly comes in handy, doesn’t it?” Moira said.

A half grin tugged at Ronan’s lips, and he nodded. “It does indeed.” He severed the energy flows to his blade before sliding it back into his sheath.

“Be careful with that ice Ronan. Don’t let the mountain come down on top of you.”

Ronan flattened his palms against the ice door, and with a final glance over his shoulder, smiled at Moira. “Here goes nothing.”

Moira nodded her silent ascent and cocked her head, staring at Ronan with a serious expression.

Channeling thick weaves of energy into his arms and shoulders, Ronan pushed against the wall, but the ice didn’t budge.

“Go ahead and push,” Moira said. “Anytime you’re ready to start is fine.”

Ronan’s cheeks flushed as a knowing smile slid across Moira’s face while her eyes danced with mischief.

A sheepish grin spread across Ronan’s face before genuine amusement forced a short burst of laughter. At that moment, he decided he liked Moira. He liked her a whole lot.

Moira smiled. “Just put your shoulder into it, and give it a good shove. I’ll be right here rooting you on.”

“If you say so.” Ronan lowered his right shoulder and placed it against the ice wall. He widened his stance increasing his leverage and pulled on his magic reserves. He sent strength into his legs and back. Ronan pushed, and the ice groaned giving an inch.

“That’s it Ronan. Keep it up,” Moira said.

Ronan paused pulling in a fresh lungful of air and bent over resting his hands on his knees.

“One more quick shove,” Moira said.

He set his shoulder again and pushed using all his strength while stifling a groan. His shoulder trembled under the strain, but the ice heaved two-feet forward.

“That looks heavy,” Moira said. “I’d help you push, but I’m afraid I’d just be in your way.”

Ronan waved her off. “Stay put Moira. I’ll manage.”

She nodded, and Ronan shifted directions setting his left shoulder against the ice wall. With a mighty heave the wall slid another two feet inward leaving enough room for Ronan and Moira to squeeze past.

A low deep rumble sounded from deep inside the mountain.

Ronan lunged for the sled strengthening the shields surrounding him and Moira.

Moira extended her palm as if to silence Ronan, and the rumbling faded. “Like I said, it doesn’t take much to trigger an avalanche,” Moira said in a low whisper. 

Through the two-foot gap, curved walls of blue and white ice lined the exotic passageways.

Ronan moved behind the sled and pushed.

It slipped through the narrow gap.

Ronan stopped when he and Moira stood inside the cave finally free of the wind and snow.

Smooth glassy ice formed a seamless curvy tube-like passageway. It extending deep into the mountain’s heart curving from view far ahead. Gray sunlight streamed through rounded holes high up in the ceiling. Light splashed across the ice creating a glossy wonderland. 

“Yes, this is the place.” Moira gazed around the ice cavern. “Be careful where you place your feet Ronan. It’s easy to slip and fall.”

“Yes ma’am. I’ll be careful.”

“As I mentioned earlier, there’s a second entrance on the opposite side, but I remember the way.”

Ronan scooped up the sled’s rope and took a few tentative steps forward doing his best to remain upright. He pulled the sled ahead easing along the corridor.

The ice cavern’s curved tunnels gave way to empty ice covered rooms of various shapes and sizes. Moira directed Ronan ahead guiding him through the labyrinth of shifting hallways and icy slopes.

An hour later, Ronan paused. He sat on a smooth white and blue ice bench created from an ice flow extending from an exposed shaft high overhead. “Do you mind if we rest for a minute?”

“I’ve been resting dear,” Moira said. “You’re doing all the work. Take your time, I’m not going anywhere.”

Ronan rubbed the soreness from his calf muscle and nodded his appreciation. Keeping his balance while pulling the sled, called for muscles he hadn’t used in a long time.

“I suspect we’ve another twenty minutes left, and we’ll be through this cave,” Moira said.

“I would’ve wandered this cave for days, maybe weeks, without your guidance. You were right. I couldn’t have made the journey without you,” Ronan said.

Moira smiled and nodded. “Thank you Ronan. I —” She began to say more but hesitated. She cocked her head and paused. “Did you hear that?”

Ronan had enhanced his hearing since entering the cave. But, he heard only the low whoosh of wind whistling through the ceiling’s hollow ice shafts. He furrowed his brow and perked his ears tilting his head like Moira. “Hear what?”

A low deep growl rumbled through the ice cave bouncing from wall to ceiling making the source of the noise difficult to place.

Ronan’s flesh crawled. Humans had long ago developed an innate instinct for sensing danger, and his body screamed for him to run. Instead, he loosened the strap on his sheath and slid his blade free.

“Don’t be too hasty with that.” An edge of command salted Moira’s words.

Ronan channeled magic through his blade. Red energy bounced from the cavern’s icy walls pitching scarlet light across the chamber.

Around a curved passageway, a long shadow stretched across the ice chamber’s red-tinted floor.

Ronan positioned himself in front of Moira and strengthened his and Moira’s spirit shields. “Stay put Moira. I won’t have your death on my hands.”

Ronan’s voice echoed, and the growling noise intensified its tone edged with warning. The shadow grew larger spreading far up the wall while the skittering sound of claws scraping against ice moved nearer.

Ronan gripped his blade in his right hand and readied a bright orb of blue spirit in his left preparing to strike.

As the beast rounded the corner, blood rushed from Ronan’s face. He stared dumbfounded at the strange creature standing before him. “This can’t be.” His words came out in a low hoarse mumble.

“Of course it’s real.” Moira spoke with a calm, steady, clear tone that gave not the slightest hint of fear.

The beast curled its lip baring sharp white fangs and menacing yellow eyes. White shaggy hair covered its body from head to toe, and a pair of long white barbed tusks protruded from just below its mouth. The snarling creature stood six-feet at its shoulder. It crouched low pinning back its ears in a menacing attack position.

The animal standing before Ronan had appeared as drawings in ancient Meranthian history books. Long believed extinct, the legendary great horned ice bear had taken center stage in many tales told by bards and poets. The Book of Order’s hardback cover consisted of ivory carved from an ice bear’s tusks.

Ronan recalled Sir Alcott’s claim that the ice bear still existed deep in the Adris Mountains and almost laughed. Rare or not, he wouldn’t let the beast harm him or Moira as they journeyed through the ice cave. “Stay behind me Moira. I’ll make this as quick and painless as possible. He won’t suffer long.”

As if sensing Ronan’s hostile intent, the bear roared rearing upward on its hind legs. It stood ten-feet tall with its shaggy head scraping the cavern’s high ceiling.

Ronan channeled more magic into the orb resting in his palm and hauled back his shoulder ready to launch an attack.

“Stop this instant!” The stern sound of Moira’s voice came from Ronan’s right side. She’d moved from her seat on the sled and stood beside Ronan staring down her nose like an angry schoolmarm.

Warm heat flushed Ronan’s cheeks.

Moira glared at him as if she’d caught him stealing from the church’s collection plate.

He relaxed his arm letting the coiled spirit energy evaporate.

“She’s afraid.” Moira’s eyes flashed with anger. “Can’t you see that?” She shook her head narrowing her gaze. “We’ve plenty to eat. There’s no need to slaughter her. Have you not learned the first thing about your abilities?”

Ronan swallowed hard and lowered his blade. “I don’t know what you mean.”

 “That’s clear.” She gestured toward the ice bear.

The ice bear lowered to the ground and pitched its shaggy head from side to side in a warning gesture.

“If she wanted to attack us, she’d of done so already,” Moira said.

“How do you know it’s a ‘her’,” Ronan said.

Moira blinked staring at Ronan with a look of astonishment painted on her face.

“And what do you know of my abilities?” Ronan said.

“Now is not the time.” Moira steadied herself on a wooden cane she’d fished from the deep layers of fur piled on the sled and moved toward the enormous bear.

“Moira! No!” Ronan reached forward to stop her then paused as a look of submission passed over the bear’s face.

Ignoring his plea, Moira raised her free hand toward the ice bear and spoke in a soothing voice. “There, there mother. We mean you no harm. Be at ease.”

The ice bear’s tension faded. It lowered its menacing upper lip while it tracked Moira’s movement across the cavern.

Ronan stared in fascination as this frail ninety pound woman commanded a bear a hundred times her weight.

The ice bear lowered her shaggy head and eased her bulk flat on the cavern floor. She rested her chin on the ice and gazed into Moira’s eyes.

Moira knelt before the bear and ran her fingers through its thick white fur. “Ronan, sometimes force is necessary, but it’s not the greatest tool at your disposal. Learn your trade.”

Ronan stood as still as a frozen lake. How could this tiny slip of a grandmother command such respect? “How?”

Moira laid her staff on the ice next to the bear and ran both her hands over the bear’s ears scratching. “You need to learn control of your own emotional reaction before you can expect to impact those around you. You felt shock, fear, and threat when the bear turned that corner. She sensed that and mirrored your response. Don’t you see?”

The ice bear released a soft snort of satisfaction, and her eyes drifted shut beneath Moira’s gentle touch.

“She won’t bother us. She never wanted to in the first place.” Moira gazed over her shoulder at Ronan. “Can you bring the sled to me dear? I’m afraid I might take a spill if I try to cross the ice again.”

Ronan shook free of his trance, sheathed his blade, and pulled the sled beside Moira.

The ice bear remained still and quiet drifting off to sleep before Moira stood. “Use the gifts you’ve been granted. I’m afraid you’ve just scratched the surface of your true power.” Moira rested her hand on Ronan’s arm and smiled while her warm gaze touched his eyes.

A feeling of calm spread over his body, and he relaxed. Had the bear felt this way too?

“You’re more than a simple mercenary. Aren’t you?”

“I’m using Elan’s magic the only way I know possible. What more is there?”

Moira shook her head. “Then you’ve not yet explored your own mind for the possibilities.” She patted his wrist. “Let’s go. We’ll run out of daylight soon enough, and I want to let this bear have her peace. We’ll talk more around a hot fire and a warm meal.”

“Yes ma’am.” Ronan helped Moira into the sled and layered the mounds of fur over her tiny body.

The ice bear stirred, rolled to its side, and Ronan pulled Moira from the rarest of Meranthia’s creatures.

Twenty minutes later, Ronan, Moira, and their trusty sled rounded a corner. Bright sunlight outlined the cave opening ahead.

Ronan pulled the sled ahead pausing at the cave’s exit. He shielded his eyes from the sun’s glare where it stood three fists above the horizon.

Overhead, cloudless blue skies stretched for miles in either direction. Thousands of feet below, the Araxis Sea glittered like a blue jewel beneath the late afternoon sunshine.

Ronan inhaled a sharp lungful of fresh mountain air and smelled the faint aroma of the sea’s salty spray. The cold air invigorated him after hours spent in the ice cave.

“Follow the path to the right,” Moira said. “We can make another hour of progress before we make camp.”

On the cave’s right side, a narrow icy ledge rose at a steep angle.

“Are you sure it’s safe? Ronan said.

Moira shrugged. “It’s the only way up.”

Ronan moved behind the sled and pushed it upward guiding it over uneven icy terrain. With such a dangerous ascent, Ronan didn’t dare pull the sled.

For thirty minutes, he pushed the sled upward before the path flattened onto a wider rocky plane. Beyond the flat rocky patch, a narrow ledge rose in a steep, almost vertical, ascent.

Ronan’s gaze drifted up the rock face. A quarter-mile away, Dragon’s Peak’s loomed, and their little sled had reached its final stop. Ronan would strap Moira to his shoulders for the final climb. “We should rest here tonight.”

Moira nodded. “Yes, that makes good sense.”

“I’ll get a fire going, it’ll only take a minute.” He fished through a worn leather pack attached to the sled’s nose. He produced several pieces of aged pine Moira had stacked behind her house. Ronan placed the wood in a neat pile nearest the rock face and channeled an ember-sized orb of spirit energy into his palm.

With a small whoosh, the spirit energy leaped from Ronan’s palm. The dry pine ignited creating a small but comforting fire.

The fire’s warmth lifted Ronan’s spirits igniting a spark of hope. He’d reach the summit tomorrow, and find Rika. Together, they’d carry Moira home and head north to join Devery in the search for Tara.

Moira moved aside the furs piled atop the sled and pushed herself up, her arms trembling.

“Moira, what are you doing?” He moved to intercept her while she continued her rickety climb from the sled.

“Don’t make a fuss. I just need to stretch my legs.”

“It’s icy. Let me at least get your cane.” Ronan sifted through the piles of animal skins searching for Moira’s walking stick, but found nothing.

Moira stood beside the sled staring toward the crackling fire. “I left it inside the cave. I forget things from time to time.” She patted Ronan’s arm. “Don’t you worry Ronan. I’ll manage without it.”

Ronan shook his head. “I’m not sure that’s such a good idea. You’re going to need it when we reach the summit.”

Moira shuffled across the icy surface, and her left foot slipped.

In a flash, Ronan slid his arm around her waist catching her before she fell a single inch.

“Oh my! Thank you Ronan,” Moira held her hand to her chest as Ronan guided her toward her seat in the sled.

“Do you see what I mean?” Ronan said. “I’ll run back to the ice cave, get your staff, and return before the stew’s warm.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea.” Moira’s brow furrowed. “When I said you couldn’t make this journey alone, I meant it.”

“I’ll be fine. Besides, if anything happened to you, I’d never forgive myself,” Ronan said.

“Then take me with you,” Moira said.

“It’s a steep, slippery descent. I’m worried you might fall.” Ronan tossed another log on the fire, and dry pine crackled before roaring to life. “This fire will burn hot for a couple of hours at least. Stay here, warm and dry.”

“How long will you be gone?” Moira said.

“Fifteen minutes, and I’ll ignore the bear. I promise.” Ronan stood and moved toward the downward slope.

“Ronan, wait just a minute longer.” Her tone turned serious.

Ronan faced Moira. “Moira, I —”

Moira held up her hand cutting him off. She fished around inside a small pouch tied to her waist. “Come closer dear.”

Ronan crossed the rocky ledge and knelt beside the sled.

With shaky trembling hands Moira pulled Ronan’s hand toward her. She turned over his hand and spread open his gloved palm. “I want you to take this.”

“Moira, really —”

She glared at Ronan cutting him off. “It’s mine to give. Please don’t argue with me.” She slipped a small golden figurine into his palm.

Ronan’s breath caught in his throat. He’d seen this figurine before, but an older imperfect version. Montgomery’s dragon statue had chipped and broken over decades of time. The figurine he held now, appeared new without the smallest crack visible.

The golden dragon figurine stood two-inches tall in Ronan’s hand. It appeared a perfect representation of the beasts that had chased him and Rika almost a week ago.

“Why would you give this to me?” Ronan said.

“I’ve carried it as a good luck charm for many years. I’ve lived a long time.” She smiled. “I hope it brings you the same protection.”

“What about your protection?” Ronan shook his head. “I can’t accept this.”

“You will accept it. Now hurry back. We’re losing sunlight.” She gestured for Ronan to leave. “The sooner you leave, the sooner you return.”

Ronan stood and offered a short nod. “Yes ma’am. I’ll hurry.” He slipped the figurine inside his belt pouch taking care to wrap and tuck it away in a safe spot.

A warm smile lit Moira’s face while firelight gleamed in her eyes.

Without another word, Ronan slipped from camp. He moved with heightened speed, quickness, and agility down the steep slope. He traveled five times the speed he had while pushing Moira in the sled and arrived at the ice cave’s entrance a few minutes later.

As the sun had slipped beyond the western peaks, Dragon Peak’s seaside face bathed in dusk’s first calling. But, murky shadows hid the cave’s interior passageway. 

Ronan slipped inside the ice cave's entrance. He continued forward navigating the twisting weave of ice passages. As he passed forked intersections, he used his belt knife and scratched grooves in the ice marking an easy trail out. Ronan paused several times trying to remember the right path. But ten minutes later, he arrived in the cavern where he and Moira confronted the ice bear.

The room stood dark and empty without any trace of the ice bear they’d surprised earlier. Moira’s wooden cane lay atop the ice in the spot where she’d left it.

Ronan’s shoulders relaxed, and he breathed a sigh of relief. If the bear hadn’t moved, he didn’t think he could’ve calmed it as Moira had. He grabbed her walking stick and hurried from the room reversing his course.

While Ronan moved through the cave, the shadows deepened before leaving the passageways dark. Night’s total darkness descended on the ice cave leaving Ronan caught in a pitch-black maze of ice.

He channeled enhancement magic into his eyes heightening his vision. Using Elan’s power, the shadows retreated, and the hallways brightened. He barreled ahead picking out the markings he’d left behind retracing his steps. Minutes later, the faint smell of salt air provided the first sign that Ronan had reached the ice cave’s exit.

Ronan rounded the last corner and froze.

The great ice bear stood outside the cave entrance with her head tilted skyward sniffing the cold night air. Steam billowed from her flared nostrils buried beneath a mountain of shaggy white fur. As if she’d caught an alarming scent, she snapped her head toward Ronan and whirled to face him.

Ronan reached out a hand as he’d seen Moira do earlier in the day. “It’s okay girl. I just want to slip past, and I’ll leave you be.”

The bear flashed its teeth and roared. It inched forward until it stood halfway through the doorway blocking the path between Ronan and escape.

Ronan’s stomach sank, and he strengthened the shield surrounding him. He’d felt a mixture of fear and dread the moment he saw the animal despite his good intention. If he could avoid slaughtering the bear he would, but he wouldn’t place Moira’s life in further jeopardy. The longer he stayed in the cave, the greater her risk. What if the dragons attacked her? Could they see her or smell her from the summit? “Back away girl. I don’t want to hurt you.”

The ice bear shot upward on its hind legs in a display meant to threaten and intimidate Ronan.

Ronan gasped lunging toward the bear. “No!”

The bear’s skull slammed into a protruding ice chunk bridging the cave and its icy exterior. It dropped to four legs and staggered backward shaking its head side to side as if stunned.

A low deep rumble started from somewhere deep inside Dragon’s Peak. A loud crack echoed through the passageways behind Ronan. Veins of splintered ice appeared overhead. They streaked past Ronan spreading like a spider’s web along the passageway’s ceilings and walls.

Ronan’s chest tightened while his leg’s felt as slow and heavy as petrified tree trunks. He spun in circles watching the ice around him rip apart.

The rumbling turned into a thunderous boom. The ice bear, standing atop a narrow ridge, hunkered down and stared upward with terror-stricken eyes.

Through the cave’s entrance, white falling ice appeared. It blotted out the night sky before sweeping away the bear. The ice continued falling, flowing like a frozen river. It swept along the mountain’s face shaking the already cracked ice inside the passageway. The thin cracks under Ronan’s boots widened and deepened as loud bone snapping cracks echoed from the cavern walls.

Ronan’s heart hammered, and a surge of adrenaline flooded his body. He scrambled backward moving away from the crumbling hallway.

The ceiling broke loose near the cave entrance. Ten-ton chunks of ice and granite smashed into the passageway’s floor.

Ronan turned and sprinted deeper into the cave. He chose turns at random dashing away from the avalanche. 

The falling ice and stone moved inward chasing Ronan through the cave’s twisting passageways. Ceiling cracks flashed overhead raining loose chunks of ice and rock on his spirit shield.

Ronan gorged on his energy reserves channeling magic into his flesh and bones. He channeled spirit and reinforced his shield. He scrambled ahead and leaped into a tiny dark room consisting of more rock than ice.

Behind Ronan, the ice cavern crashed inward. Thousands of tons of ice and rock collapsed leaving him buried alone deep inside the center of Dragon’s Peak.

Danielle Goes Home

 

“I’m sorry Danielle. I promise I didn’t know, or I would’ve tried to stop this.” Brees yelled over the cacophony of burning trees, fleeing animals, and high-flying sorcerer attacks. 

“Don’t be sorry! Help me!” Danielle flew faster dodging a half-burned deer leaping over a fallen alder tree. She glanced behind her and found Keely still clinging to her tail despite her breakneck pace. “We have to reach my father, and help him stop this madness.”

Brees tightened his grip on the saddle and leaned in near Danielle’s ear. “Where is he?”

Danielle raced upward skimming the branches of a smoldering elm. She pitching right and dipped beneath a falling heartwood limb. She could follow a lower path taking her under the forest canopy, but with the blinding fire and smoke, she might kill Brees. She couldn’t risk his life. “It’s just ahead, but we’re going to have to show ourselves to those sorcerers. Hang on.”

Brees grabbed the leather safety strap circling his waist. He pulled, tightening himself to Danielle’s leather saddle.

Keely pushed low beneath burning heartwood branches hugging the forest floor.

Danielle soared upward over the blazing canopy. She broke free of the forest and flashed into the open sky amid dozens of dragons and sorcerers.

Sorcerers and shaman riding two atop huge dragons circled the heartwood’s first tree. They combined to unleash a rain of fire into its already smoldering branches.

The ancient tree hadn’t yet ignited. But, its blackened branches and shredded bark showed the vicious assault the tree had sustained. High in its treetop, vast sections of the uppermost branches had burned away. They stood blackened and empty of the succulent fruit that filled the Heartwood with its sweet cinnamon scent.

Danielle knew warden’s worked inside the first tree’s trunk. They infused it with nature magic to fight off the flames, but they’d never faced a foe so deadly. Even in Meranthia’s darkest days, shard knights would never have dared launch such a risky attack.

The Prime Guardian would defend the first tree until the end. Danielle would find her father deep inside its root system honoring his commitment. But his commitment could prove tantamount to suicide. How could the guardians defend the forest against creatures five times larger than any known animal form? How many had already died trying?

Danielle’s stomach sank and she unleashed a high-pitched wail. She tore her gaze away, unable to bear watching further. How could these monstrous people destroy a forest that offered the world food, medicine, and shelter? Ayralens understood little of these magical trees, and humanity couldn’t afford their loss. 

The heartwood tree bordering the first tree and home to Ayralen’s Prime Guardian, stood in flames. Its treetop burned without mercy sending black smoke high into the clear morning sky.

Danielle forced down hot bile threatening to spill up from her churning stomach. She grew up in the Prime Guardian’s home. Her mother gave birth to her and Ronan inside its protective trunk. She’d spent every night of her childhood safe in its branches.

A burst of gleaming silver flashed in the corner of Danielle’s eye, and shook her from her thoughts. 

A sorceress riding atop a silver dragon beat a glowing crystal rod against its flank. The beast adjusted course hurtling toward Danielle.

Brees directed his raised palm toward the sorceress and mumbled a few disjointed words. The amulet around his neck glowed a dim shade of silver while the dragon closed fast.

Danielle dove trying to avoid the dragon’s open mouth while the beast closed within striking range.

Lighting spit from sorceress’s outstretched finger and streaked toward Danielle.

Brees mumbled something under his breath, and his palm flashed bright silver.

Wide-eyed, the sorceress screamed commands into the dragon’s ear. She continued to beat it with the long glowing rod showing no mercy. The dragon pitched its feet forward flapping its massive wings as if to reverse course. The sorceress’s lightning attack bounced off a silver wall appearing from thin air a few feet in front of her. Her lightning attack ricocheted backward striking her square in the nose. As if yanked by an invisible hand, the girl launched backward. She dropped the glowing rod before sailing over the dragon’s jeweled saddle. The sorceress plummeted into the fiery treetop of the Prime Guardian’s heartwood home. Her muted screams faded as the fire she’d helped create engulfed her.

The silver dragon turned and retreated ignoring Danielle and Brees as if they never existed.

Danielle didn’t dare take a direct approach to the first tree. Not with a dozen dragons and sorcerers swarming its treetop, but she could use the underground access tunnel from her home. She dove gliding through black smoke toward the Prime Guardian’s home. 

She raced past the heartwood tree where the Assembly had gathered monthly for the past two-thousand years. Flames engulfed the tree from top to bottom. Nothing could save it now.

Flames licked at the upper terrace of Danielle’s family home. The same terrace where she’d stood a few short months ago. She, Ronan, and her father watched the strange lights flicker over the desert sky. The same spot she, Rika, and Ronan had danced, sang and laughed until dawn rose the next morning. That seemed a lifetime ago.

Danielle’s chest tightened as she streaked toward the open terrace. How had this happened? Why now? Despite their good intent, she couldn’t shake a horrible feeling. Had she and Ronan somehow unleashed this horror? Had restoring Elan and Lora’s magic allowed for this atrocity?

Through a fleeting patch of clear sky, Keely appeared near the forest floor. She streaked toward an open door in the first tree’s trunk before disappearing inside.

Danielle extended her talons and touched down on the terrace among toppled chairs and flipped tables. Smoke boiled from the trunk’s interior. The tree’s natural light couldn’t compete with the heavy soot and ash soaking every inch of its interior.

Brees climbed off Danielle’s back and tore away the leather saddle.

Danielle shifted into human form and covered her body in a suit of flame-retardant living armor. She flipped open her pouch and pulled free her staff growing it to ten feet tall within seconds.

Brees gazed through the smoke-filled interior while his amulet pulsed with silver light.

Danielle knelt, placed her palm against the living heartwood, and gasped. The heartwood should hum beneath her touch. Instead, dead still coldness returned her greeting. “Oh God! Please no!”

Brees rushed to her side and knelt slipping his arm around her shoulder. “What’s wrong Danielle? Are you hurt?”

Hot tears streaked her soot-stained cheeks. Her body trembled while she tossed her head side-to-side. “She’s dead Brees. They’ve killed her!”

Confusion rippled over the shaman’s expression, and he furrowed his brow. “She? Who’s she? I don’t understand.”

Rage, hot and red flashed across Danielle’s eyes. She shrugged off his arm, stood, and turned a murderous look on the Obsith shaman. “This is my home! This tree has lived for a thousand years and now it’s dead! Your people killed it, and I’ve no idea why!” Her voice trembled as she spoke. “She was like family to me.” She spread her arm outward across the forest. “All these trees that you see burning are members of my family. They’re as alive as you and I, and those savages are butchering them!” She pointed to the sky teeming with dragons and sorcerers.

Brees’s eyes softened, and he reached for her. “Danielle, I’m sorry. If I’d known, I would’ve tried to stop it. You have to believe me.” 

From somewhere high up inside Connal Deveaux’s burning home, the muted cries of a child hung heavy in the thick smoke.

Danielle’s skin prickled, and she perked her ears holding up her hand. “Did you hear that?”

Without bothering a reply, Brees streaked across the terrace. He disappeared like a wraith through the tree trunk’s billowing smoke and ash.

Danielle followed close behind sprinting toward a broad circular staircase. It rimmed the tree’s core and provided access to every floor of the Deveaux household.

Brees touched the staircase first taking the steps three at a time. “How many floors Danielle?” His voice rose over the sound of fire raging on the upper floors.

“Three floors. That’s Ferris’s scream, you’ve got to hurry.”

Brees vaulted higher passing two floors in seconds before reaching the landing at the tree’s top floor.

An inferno blazed across the home’s highest floor. The staircase, wooden floor, and every visible piece of furniture burned with reckless abandon.

Overwhelming heat slammed into Danielle’s face. She gasped and stumbled backward on rubbery legs.

Brees whirled to face her, and the amulet dangling around his neck glowed like a bright silvery refuge in a raging storm. He raised his palm and his lips moved speaking inaudible words.

A thin silver coating layered Brees’s clothing and exposed flesh as it did Danielle’s armor, hair, and skin.

The heat’s intensity vanished replaced by a pleasurable warmth like sitting around a campfire. Danielle’s shoulders relaxed, and she pushed higher up the steps. She stopped behind Brees’s right shoulder and pointed. “Ferris’s room is to the left. Hurry!”

Brees nodded and directed his palm toward the inferno blazing inches from his feet. He spoke and the fire before him retreated. “Be careful crossing the floor. It might not hold our weight.” He started forward up the staircase.

Danielle gripped his shoulder. “Wait, I can help with that.” She fished inside her pack pulling free a few seeds. She scattered them across the charred floor and extended her hand. Flows of bright green energy traveled into the seeds and transformed into a living bridge of tight green vines.

Brees grinned and nodded. “That’ll work. Let’s go.” He commanded the fire backward and moved toward the room where Ferris screamed for help.

Danielle continued to weave her vine bridge until she and Brees reached the room where she’d heard Ferris cry for help.

Brees kicked in the half-burned door, and they entered the room. A charred half-burned corpse lay face down in the wreckage a few feet inside the room.

Danielle gasped and locked her gaze on the remains of Collette Chevrier. She had hired Ferris’s nanny among a field of qualified applicants because of the instant bond she and Ferris formed. Only a few years younger than Danielle, the bright-eyed woman’s life had come to an early end. But, Collete had protected her charge until the bitter end.

The boy who Danielle had saved from Merric Pride’s concentration camp, cowered under a hand-carved oak bed. He blinked, rubbed his eyes, and stared upward.

Danielle rushed across his half-charred bedroom floor.

“Miss Danielle? Is that you?” Ferris's voice quaked with fear.

Brees’s hand glowed silver and flames burning a foot from Ferris’s bed retreated.

Danielle held out her arms. “It’s me Ferris. You can come out now.”

Ferris scrambled from beneath the bed. He leaped into Danielle’s arms wrapping his trembling arms around her neck. He buried his head into her shoulder and wailed. The sobs he’d held back waiting for rescue came out in a flood, and his small body shook in Danielle’s arms.

Danielle stroked his soot-stained hair and hugged the little boy. “Shh…it’ll be okay. You were a brave little boy to hide in here.” She shot Brees a glance, and he raised his palm.

Brees’s hand glowed and a silvery screen settled over Ferris’s body before sinking into his skin and fading.

Danielle continued to stroke his hair and rub his back. “Ferris, where’s the Prime Guardian? Have you seen him?”

“He told me to hide in here with Miss Collette.” He lifted his head and wiped away tearstains streaking his face. “I heard him talking to some of the people with him. They were going to protect the first tree.”

Danielle shot a quick glance toward Brees. She needed to reach her father but wouldn’t risk taking Ferris back through the flames. The fire could’ve already spread to the upper terrace. “Ferris, this is my friend Brees. He’s a good man. Will you let him hold you? I can’t hold you while I’m flying, but Mister Brees can.”

Ferris glanced toward Brees before burying his head in Danielle’s shoulder. “He looks like them Miss Danielle. Like the bad people burning the heartwood trees.”

Brees started to speak, but Danielle shot him a glare that stopped him cold.

“He’s not like the bad men outside. He saved my life, and he saved Miss Keely too.”

Ferris jerked his head upward. “Miss Keely’s here too?”

Danielle nodded. “We need to go find her. Can you come with us?”

“Yes. I want to see Miss Keely.”

“Can you let Mister Brees hold you? I can carry you both straight over to the first tree. Would that be okay?”

Ferris nodded and stretched his arms out toward Brees.

Brees lifted the little boy and wrapped him tight in his arms. He appeared at ease holding Ferris as if he’d spent many hours caring for young children. “It’s nice to meet you Ferris. Can you help me hang on to Miss Danielle? This flying thing isn’t as easy as it looks.”

Ferris nodded. “I’m a good flier. Miss Keely and Miss Danielle take me lots of places. I’ve never had one bit of trouble. I’ll teach you.”

Behind Danielle, the flames grew hotter. They ate away at the living bridge Danielle had built moments earlier and threatened to engulf the entire room.

Danielle hurried past Ferris’s bed before padding across a half-burned carpet. She pushed aside a chest brimming with toys, books, and Ferris’s artwork.

A large open window revealed burning heartwood branches  outside. Flames licked at the bedroom's windowsill.

Danielle shot Brees a worried look. “We’ve no saddle so hold on tight okay?” She opened the flap to her belt pouch and pulled out a few seeds. “Hold onto these.”

Brees gave a short nod and tightened his grip on Ferris. “I won’t let go. I promise.” He took the seeds in his free hand and held them tight.

Ferris buried his head in the shaman’s ash-streaked robes and wrapped his arms around Brees’s neck.

Danielle shifted into a red-beaked merlin. The falcon’s speed, quickness, and agility offered their best hope of escape. 

Brees climbed onto Danielle’s back and scooted forward placing Ferris in front of him. He wrapped his arm around Danielle’s neck while clutching the seeds in his hand.

Danielle channeled flows of magic into the seeds nestled inside Brees’s palm.

Thick narrow vines spread from Bree’s hand and wrapped around him, Danielle and Ferris, strapping them to her body.

Danielle hopped forward onto the windowsill and gazed into a world engulfed by bright orange flame. She scanned the swaying branches for an opening she might use for escape but found nowhere to fly.

Brees lifted his palm and spoke. The flames before Danielle receded creating a tight narrow tunnel revealing blue sky on the opposite end.

Danielle took flight passing through the tunnel as Brees let it close behind her. She emerged beyond the flaming treetop. She pitched right finding herself three hundred feet above the forest floor.

Above the smoke line, a dark-brown dragon appeared extending its needle-sharp talons toward Danielle.

Danielle cut left with quickness the dragon couldn’t match and dove into the smoke and flame. She tucked in her wings and picked up speed diving through the shifting smoke. She made a beeline toward the ground and the first tree’s waiting refuge.

The dragon changed course and angled toward her flashing its razor sharp teeth.

A soft whizzing sound sliced the air near Danielle’s ear missing by inches. Behind Danielle, a pain filled roar sounded, and she stole a glance over her shoulder.

An arrow jutted from the dragon’s neck lodged between two heavy scales. A second arrow struck with a sickening crunch sinking into soft folds of skin beneath its outstretched wing.

The dragon roared pitching upward away from the incoming barrage. Its tail swung wide in a slow arc and connected with Danielle’s hind end.

The impact sent Danielle spinning downward into the pitch-black smoke. She plummeted through thickening smoke unable to stop her out-of-control descent. A smoldering heartwood limb slammed into her right wing. The impact tossed her sideways through burning foliage.

Brittle branches snapped and cracked as Danielle fell through the proud tree’s burning canopy.

Danielle’s stomach heaved as she spiraled through layers of dark twisted wood and leaves. She wailed letting loose a high-pitched screech. She broke clear of the smoke and debris jettisoning into the open sky a hundred feet above the ground.

Brees clung to Danielle’s neck holding onto her feathers by his fingertips. His body strained against the vines holding him and Ferris to Danielle’s back.

Ferris’s body shook with violent tremors. He screamed in terror as Danielle spun downward falling head over tail.

Danielle’s heart hammered. She poured magic into her body willing her wings to beat faster. But, her breakneck speed and rash of injuries overcame her best effort. Even her years of training and mastery over nature’s magic couldn’t save her. The vines securing Brees and Ferris slipped lower. They rode her lower stomach before working their way loose wrapping her hind legs in a lasso. She willed magic into the vines tightening them further around her legs. She could at least keep them with her for their final few seconds of life.

Brees and Ferris ground to a stop near her battered tail feathers. Brees pressed Ferris’s head into his chest saving the boy from watching the unavoidable impact.

Brees and Ferris’s downward momentum pulled Danielle toward the earth like an anchor chain.

The ground came faster closing within fifty feet. Through the burned forest, the Deveaux family pond flashed by revealing the bridge engulfed in flames.

Danielle closed her eyes and prayed for a swift end.

Bawold Stronghold

 

Chunks of boulder-sized ice mixed with slushy seawater and lapped against the Arianne's hull.

Tara lay face down on the Arianne’s ice covered deck amid heaps of Porthleven’s dead villagers. She waited aboard the ship, amid half of Porthleven’s former citizens. She felt exposed without General Demos beside her. But, she'd ordered him to oversee the Damocles retreat into the Araxis Sea. 

Aboard an approaching ship, the loud bark of oarsman counting strokes marked the only sign of life in Ripool’s harbor.

The heavy smack of oars churning through thickening seawater grew louder as the enemy ship closed in. Across the harbor, another warship streamed toward the second stranded naval vessel. That ship, the Knight’s Lady, carried the rest of Porthleven’s former population. 

The gnawing dread Tara had felt before her arrival in Porthleven returned tying her stomach in knots. The survival of the Baerinese people relied on her plan to capture the soldiers inside Bawold Stronghold. Controlling such a grand port would allow the Baerinese military a strong footing in Meranthia. But, the forces she’d cobbled together couldn’t take the stronghold alone. She’d framed a daring plan, but its execution carried extreme risk. Meranthia’s young king had left her little choice. He’d forced her from Porthleven’s shores because she’d underestimated his strength. A mistake she wouldn’t make again.

Translucent blue lights shimmered aboard the approaching vessel’s frozen decks. A dozen shielded archers lined the ship’s railing with their longbows trained on the Arianne’s decks. Behind the archer line, a soul knight stood guard, hiding behind his dreaded shield. Beside him, a shorter, heavier man wore a military dress uniform decorated with dozens of medals. Like the soldiers, this man’s soul stood exposed and available. 

Tara’s skin crawled as her gaze locked on the soul knight, and she forced herself to remain calm. She recognized the pattern of his blue soul thread. He’d flown over the Damocles a few hours earlier riding atop one of the Earth Mother’s creatures. He’d likely warned the city of Ripool and could end her plans within the next few minutes. But, what choice did she have? She had nowhere to run.

The warship drew thirty yards from the Arianne, and the oars fell silent. “Archers load fire shot,” the soul knight said.

Tara’s stomach lurched, and her chest tightened under panic’s full grip. Had they noticed her movement? Burning the ship now would prove disastrous.

The short stocky commander glared at the soul knight before turning his gaze on the lead archer. “Lieutenant, ignore that order.” He spun directing his wrath on the soul knight. “Commander Tyrell, when we have our feet planted on the ground you may order the troops as you see fit. But when you’re aboard my ship, I’m in charge.”

Tyrell gave the puffed-up commander a slight nod. “I apologize Captain Redford, but after what I’ve seen these past weeks, we don’t dare board that ship.”

“I see dead villagers aboard that ship, and it’s been floating out here for hours abandoned. I won’t hazard a guess about what happened aboard these ships. But, I’m not going to destroy a brand-new warship based on some absurd story about ghosts.”

Tara’s stomach fluttered, and she clung to fresh hope. How could that gray souled slug order about a soul knight?

“I can assure you captain, the stories are real, and I carry the king’s backing on this matter,” Tyrell said.

“I’ll not have a ship named after the king’s own mother burned on my watch,” Captain Redford said. “Those villagers have families that will expect their remains returned intact for burial. Burning their corpses and sending them to the bottom of a frozen harbor is heartless and unnecessary.”

“Lieutenant, arm the fire shot now,” Tyrell said ignoring the captain’s rebukes.

Tara stiffened and begged for the chubby captain’s intervention.

The lieutenant’s gaze shifted to the captain as if awaiting a response.

“Commander Tyrell, I’ll arrest you on charges of treason if that’s your wish. Your brother, may Elan rest his soul, would never have challenged my authority.”

“My brother would’ve lit the bloody ship on fire ten minutes ago,” Tyrell said.

Tara held her breath waiting for the standoff to play out.

“Commander, don’t force my hand!” Captain Redford said.

Tyrell shook his head rubbing the trimmed gray beard lining his face. “Then tow the ship back to harbor if you must, but don’t let your men touch her decks.”

“Fine, fine.” The captain turned and faced the ship’s stern. “Seaman Crowley!”

A young man wearing a simple dark-blue uniform whirled toward the captain and snapped to attention. “Yes sir.”

”Secure a line to that ship. I want her towed into dock.”

Seaman Crowley saluted. “Aye aye captain.” He scurried toward the ship’s stern bellowing a series of orders to sailors following in his wake.

Tara went limp as tension drained from her muscles, but she kept a wary eye trained on the soul knight standing aboard the warship.

Tyrell’s piercing green eyes scoured the Arianne’s decks.

Sailors tossed out lines and secured the ship with two heavy iron chains.

“Raise the main sail and turn about.” Captain Redford shouted the orders and strolled toward the warship’s bridge.

Over the next thirty minutes, Tara didn't move while the warship Glory towed the lifeless Arianne into port.

During the trip, Commander Tyrell never moved. He focused his gaze on the dead villagers scattered in haphazard piles atop the Arianne’s deck.

The warship Glory pulled the Arianne alongside Ripool's twenty-foot wide ice covered dock. Sailors clad in heavy winter uniforms scrambled along the dock tossing ropes aboard deck before pulling the ship to a stop.

Commander Tyrell made his way from the Glory’s deck, down its gangway, and paused on the dock ten-yards from Tara.

A young sailor prepared to lay a plank from the dock to Arianne’s deck when Commander Tyrell spoke. “Hold there sailor.”

Captain Redford appeared next to Tyrell and glared. “For Elan’s sake Devery, let the boy do his job.”

Devery motioned toward the harbor entrance. “Not until I’ve taken the necessary precautions.”

Tara stiffened and waited to hear the soul knight’s plan.

A Meranthian marine scrambled along the dock stopping before Tyrell. He saluted. “You wanted me sir?”

“Be at ease sergeant,” Tyrell said.

The marine relaxed spreading his legs shoulder width apart. He turned an expectant expression on Tyrell.

Commander Tyrell turned his back to Tara and murmured a few inaudible words to the marine.

The marine lowered his head and leaned inward. He nodded as Commander Tyrell continued to speak in hushed tones.

Tara strained to hear his orders, but he kept his voice too low and guarded his words. She felt exposed with her body lying open on Arianne’s ice covered decks. She didn’t know what the soul knight had planned, but a wave of tension tightened her muscles. She started to yell for General Demos and forced her mouth shut. Should she unleash her pets? No, she couldn’t. Not yet.

“Don’t you think that’s going a little overboard?” Captain Redford said overhearing Tyrell’s orders.

Tyrell shot him a look that could’ve stricken the man dead on the spot. “You’ll hold your tongue. Do you understand my order or should I have you arrested?”

Captain Redford stiffened. “There’s no call for threats commander.” He straightened his uniform jacket, spun on his heel, and strode away from Tyrell with his rigid arms planted to his sides.

The sergeant saluted before jogging along the pier toward Bawold’s open gates.

Devery Tyrell took the gangplank from the gawking sailor’s hands. “I’ll take that seaman.”

The sailor saluted. “Thank you sir.”

Tyrell set the wooden plank on the pier and dropped the opposite end against the Arianne’s deck. The shield surrounding him brightened while a bright blue energy blade appeared in his right hand.

Tara squinted as she watched the man’s blinding presence cross the gangway. She wanted the soul knight away from her, but his vitality also left her somehow inspired. How would it feel to spend just a single minute with such life flowing through your veins?     

Archers armed with six-foot longbows appeared along the stronghold’s ramparts fifty yards away. They readied their weapons with fire shot before training them onto the Arianne’s decks.

Tyrell’s steel boots clanged against the icy deck as he walked among the dead surveying the littered corpses. His warm breath left pockets of steam curling through the chill air in his wake. He paused ten-feet from Tara and stooped beside the corpse of a young red-haired female villager near Tara’s age. Tyrell tugged on her shoulder, and her lifeless head rolled off the sunken chest of the man beneath her. Tyrell studied her face for a few moments and let her go.

Tara’s stomach lurched, and she stifled a scream. The soul knight sought her out among her pets, and he knew what she looked like. She pulled her hood tight and twisted her head beneath the corpse of a teenage blacksmith’s apprentice.

Tyrell strolled closer, stepping over the corpse of an old man with half his face missing. Black rot had eaten away his upper lip and gum line splitting his face with a ghoulish grin.

Tara dared not send her pets against the soul knight. Twenty archers pointed loaded longbows on her ship and could set it aflame with their accursed flaming arrows. But, he left her feeling terrified in a way she couldn’t name. She didn’t dare expose herself.

Tyrell paused beside Tara and stared at her shrouded head.

Tara felt the man’s lurking presence like a lead weight pressing against her chest while his gaze bored a hole through her brain. She thought she could feel his soul hum inches above her.

Tyrell knelt and reached for Tara’s hood preparing to expose her face.

“Commander, thank you but that will be enough.” A whiny voice came from behind Tyrell causing the soul knight to pause.

Tyrell craned his neck toward the voice and stood. “And you are?”

Four soldiers accompanied the rail-thin man. A pair of wire-framed spectacles sat perched on his hooked nose, and a thin greasy goatee sprouted from his upper lip and chin. He’d combed over his thin brown hair in a failed try at disguising a wide bald patch gleaming atop his head. “My name is Phineas Butterfield. I’m Ripool’s undertaker.”

Tyrell frowned at the man. “I ordered the city evacuated. You shouldn’t be here.”

“Yes, about that. Captain Redford mentioned that he might have need of my services this evening.” He scanned the corpses lining the deck as he donned a pair of skintight black leather gloves. “I can take it from here. Thank you Commander. You may go.” He turned his back on Tyrell and spoke sharp directions to the four soldiers standing amid the corpses.

Tara wondered if she could reach the sniveling undertaker. She could take him in a few seconds.

“I’d like to finish my inventory of the villagers first Mister Butterfield.”

“That’s Doctor Butterfield." He pushed his wire-framed spectacles up the bridge of his nose. "I really can’t have you cavorting through the dead like some sort of heroic grave robber. What would the locals say?”

“I’m looking for a particular young woman, she —”

“Commander, we will bring all the dead inside the stronghold for identification,” Butterfield said. “Can we show a modicum of respect for the dead?” His eyes slid over Tyrell as if inspecting a dirty stray dog. “Unless you insist on sifting through piles of dead women and children, I must insist you leave me to my work.”

The distant shouts of the oarsmen sounded from the harbor. A warship towed the second stranded vessel toward the dock interrupting the confrontation. Thirty feet off the Arianne’s starboard side, the Knight’s Lady appeared. Like the Arianne, its decks carried Porthleven’s dead stacked in scattered heaps.

Tyrell tipped his head toward Butterfield as if granting the undertaker’s request. He crossed the deck toward the gangway and paused. Tyrell glanced over his shoulder toward the undertaker who knelt near a pile of three corpses. “Doctor, one last piece of advice.”

Butterfield rolled his eyes and sighed. “What is it Commander Tyrell?”

“If you notice anything…extraordinary, run.”

Butterfield pursed his lips and turned back to his work without responding.

Tara thought she might float away from giddiness. Every step the soul knight took from her filled her with more relief.

“Be careful with those specimens,” Butterfield said directing the soldiers. “They’re damaged enough already.”

A few yards from Tara, the soldiers loaded a young boy’s corpse onto a stretcher.

Tara recognized the boy as belonging to Harbor Master Montgomery.

More soldiers filed beneath Bawold’s gates. They marched toward the stranded warships moored along the harbor’s dock carrying empty stretchers.

Tara tapped a fragment of power and pushed two fingers of black mist toward the soldiers carrying the boy.

The soldier nearest Tara flinched as the mist took his life. The second soldier’s eyes widened as the mist unchained his soul setting it free for capture.

Tara pulled on the free souls adding them to her reserves. She ordered the soldiers to continue working under Butterfield’s direction.

The soldiers carried the harbor master’s son across the ship's deck, down the gangway, and toward Bawold.

More soldiers came aboard and Tara took their lives in turn. When soldiers finally arrived for Tara’s body, she commanded a dozen fresh pets. As trained warriors, these men would make formidable dark soldiers.

A lean muscled soldier now under Tara’s command scooped her body from the deck and placed her atop a nearby stretcher.

Tara commanded the soldier to cover her body with a sheet. She inched the sheet aside revealing her surroundings while leaving her face hidden.

The soldier, and a second Meranthian marine, lifted the stretcher. They followed a long procession of Tara’s pets carrying the dead toward Bawold’s gate.

Tara set loose tendrils of death mist letting them linger beneath the soldier gripping the stretcher near her head.

As his life slipped away, Tara captured his soul. She commanded him forward along the pier toward the stronghold’s massive iron gate.

Blue light flickered from the Knight’s Lady. The soul knight milled about unimpeded among the Porthleven dead lying atop her frozen decks. Bright blue spirit energy flashed from his palm entering one of her pet’s decayed corpse.

Tara couldn’t imagine the knight’s intent. He couldn’t make them any more dead than she’d done on her own. Her new pets marched onward transporting her body along the pier. She sent forth tendrils of death mist into every soldier she met along the way.

The soldiers marched up a short hill following the line of stretchers carrying Porthleven’s dead. Near the stronghold’s gate, Captain Redford spoke with a chisel-faced marine. He gestured toward the harbor then pointed toward a line of empty warships moored near the shipyard a few blocks from Bawold.

Tara sent instructions along the soul links connecting her pets. She ordered them to slow their pace and take her nearer the obese captain.

“…yes sir. I’ll make sure Lieutenant Purvis receives your orders,” the marine said.

“Ice has the ship trapped not a half-mile off-shore. A drunken blind man could find it,” Redford said.

“If the lieutenant asks for boarding orders?” The soldier said.

“Boarding! We’re not boarding that vessel sergeant. I want a company of archers on deck with fire shot at the ready. As soon as they’re within range, order them to fire at will.”

The sailor saluted. “Yes sir. I’ll tell him right away.”

“One more order sergeant. Have the lieutenant lead with the Glory. She’s the fastest ship we’ve got. You’re dismissed.”

The soldier saluted “Aye aye captain.”

Redford returned the sailors salute. The sailor spun, and hurried toward Ripool’s shipyard.

A hard knot of worry twisted in Tara’s stomach. She ordered her pets to resume their normal pace as she passed through Bawold’s open three-foot thick iron gate. She couldn’t allow Captain Redford’s warship near the Damocles. General Demos and the most elite rangers in Baerin’s military hid in her belly. Left alone with the warship Glory, General Demos could secure victory with a quarter of his men. But Captain Redford had mentioned the Glory leading the attack. How many ships would he send?

Bawold’s gates stood fifty-feet tall standing even with the stronghold’s fortified outer walls. Bawold Stronghold looked ready to withstand either an invading army or a tidal wave. The homes and businesses lining Ripool’s streets appeared tiny under the stronghold’s imposing dominance.

A half-dozen soldiers stood near each of Bawold’s iron doors. Attached to each door, a six-foot handle protruded from a large set of iron gears.

Tara sent tendrils of death mist floating airborne and guided her magic into the nostrils of the guards manning the doors. A few seconds later, she’d collected twelve more pets adding their souls to her increasing power reserve.  

Along the courtyard’s inner wall, the dead Porthleven villagers lay stretched out in a neat straight line. Thin white sheets covered the head of each corpse leaving a long line of leather shoes, boots, and bare feet visible.

Archers lined the ramparts high above the courtyard. But, Tara’s magic couldn’t reach them at that distance. She would use her pets to handle the archers.

The soldiers placed Tara in line with Porthleven’s villagers and slid the white sheet over her face covering her from head to toe. When her pets finished stacking the dead, she ordered them to wait near ladders leading to the ramparts.

On the far side of the courtyard, a gangly pimple-faced teenager led a pitch-black stallion through a stable door. He guided the horse past the long line of dead villagers.

In a small stone building near the stables, a wooden door creaked open. A stocky red-haired steward teetered under a bundle of fresh sheets. He stepped through the door and kicked it closed behind him. He signaled for the stable hand. “Darren, come help me with these sheets. They’re about ready to tip over.”

“I can’t.” Darren, the stable hand, fought to keep the horse restrained. “Captain Redford told me to bring around Commander Tyrell’s horse.”

The stallion tossed its head from side to side dragging a wide-eyed Darren with him.

“Easy boy. What’s the matter?” Darren said pulling on the horse’s lead.

The stallion whinnied and shuffled backward from the corpses lining the courtyard wall.

Tara couldn’t stand animals. They always knew her secrets without trying. She’d long ago given up trying to figure out how.

“He’s spooked by all the dead people. What do you think is wrong with him?” The steward shook his heading gaping at the stable hand like he’d lost his last shred of common sense. “And I can’t say that I blame him. I don’t want to go near them either.” The sheets piled high in his arms wavered caught by a gust of wind.

“Just give me a minute,” Darren said calming the stallion enough to lead him past the corpses toward Bawold’s open gates.

Captain Redford caught sight of the stable hand and motioned him past.

The sheets tipped sideways and spilled onto the courtyard’s slushy cobblestones. “Damn.” The teenager muttered under his breath as he knelt beside the muddied sheets. He shot a quick glance over his shoulder and peered around the courtyard.

Tara’s thoughts wrestled over the best way to use the boy as she scanned the courtyard’s bustling interior.

Beyond Bawold’s iron gates, blue light flickered. It moved from the harbor’s entrance along the cobbled path toward Bawold.

Tara recoiled at the soul knight’s presence. She couldn’t let him inside the gates. She might lose half her pets or more in the assault, and General Demos needed her. She needed to act. Black mist curled from her fingertips and seeped beneath the blanket. Tara guided the mist toward the red-haired steward.

Before the mist reached him, he stood piling the sheets high in his arms.

Butterfield, the undertaker, entered Bawold’s courtyard and motioned for the steward. “Christopher, come over her with those sheets.”

“Yes sir.” The steward hustled toward Butterfield.

Tara's death mist curled skyward disappearing into the morning breeze.

The soul knight’s spirit shield crested the hill closing within fifty yards of the gate.

Tara lurched upright and pushed away the thin sheet covering her. She took control of a dozen pets waiting by the ladders and ordered them to attack the archers lining the ramparts.

Butterfield’s jaw dropped as he gaped at Tara. His face drained of color, and he staggered backward. He stumbled over Christopher, the red-haired steward, carrying the high stacked sheets. Butterfield and Christopher collapsed in a twisted mess of arms and legs. The stacked sheets flew upward scattering in the wind.

Tara’s head snapped toward the soldiers manning the levers beside Bawold’s open gates. She ordered them to close and bar the doors.

The soldiers reacted with inhuman speed cranking the levers far faster than ordinary men.

Tara tugged on the soul strings of the dead lining the courtyard’s wall and commanded them to rise.

The white sheets marking the dead slipped downward as Porthleven’s villagers rose one by one.

Tyrell glared at Redford screaming as bright blue light flashed in his palm, and he charged the closing gates.

Redford’s expression turned stone cold. He stood motionless as the dead villagers turn on the living inside the impenetrable stronghold.

Tara stared into the soul knight’s haunting green eyes, and a cold shiver ran along her spine. The light shining from his soul almost blinded her, and she turned her gaze away.

Tyrell hurled a bright blue orb as the iron doors slammed shut with a clang of finality. Tara’s soldiers dropped a five-hundred pound solid steel bar into iron slats mounted on either side of the gate. A booming echo bounced from the courtyard’s stone walls, and the battle for Bawold raged.

The First Tree

 

Outside a small rocky cave, somewhere deep inside Dragon’s Peak, the rumbling stopped.

Ronan found himself face down in a pitch-black room. He pulled in short ragged breaths and pushed himself onto his hands and knees. To his amazement, he found his four limbs intact and uninjured. He twisted his body, sat on his rear-end, and tried to get his bearings.

A shroud of darkness enveloped whatever space the avalanche had left untouched. But Ronan had, somehow, found his way beyond the ice flows into the peak’s inner workings.

Beneath him, cold damp water left his pants soaking. He touched the earth and felt half-frozen mud between his fingertips. Ronan’s thoughts turned to Rika and Moira, and his shoulders sagged. How many lives would he leave stranded on this mountain?

Inside the dark space a soft scratching sound broke the silence.

A sharp chill streaked along Ronan’s spine, and his head snapped up while he perked up his ears. He channeled spirit magic through his body and extended his palm holding a bright blue orb of pure white light before him.

Black jagged rock appeared in a rough circular chamber broken only by a wall of ice blocking the cave’s small entrance.

Ronan glanced to his left and right, and found himself alone. He stood and stared upward.

Long pointed stalactites hung from the cave’s rough ceiling. Rivulets of ice-melt flowed from the rock leaving a muddy trail under Ronan’s feet. But, nothing sinister lurked overhead.

Behind Ronan, the scratching noise came again.

Ronan whirled and readied a spirit attack, but found only an empty stretch of dark rocky wall before him.

A high-pitched growling noise accompanied the scratching.

Ronan’s gaze drifted lower toward the base of the cave’s rear wall.

A white shaggy pint-sized ball of fluff smudged with brown mud ducked behind a rock.

Tension drained from Ronan’s muscles, and he cocked his head staring at the tiny creature.

The shaggy hair around its eyes moved as it blinked. The ball of fur caught Ronan’s gaze and raised its lip baring a set of tiny sharp white teeth. A pair of miniature tusks protruded from its fur just below its mouth.

A smile slid across Ronan’s face, and he knelt a few feet from the ice bear cub. “It’s okay girl. I’m not going to hurt you.” He pressed a weak spirit orb into a crevice half-way up the cave wall and extended his hand toward the ball of fur.

The bear’s fur bristled as she arched her back and retreated deeper behind the rock’s murky shadows.

Ronan’s stomach sank as a sick realization hit him. The bear cub’s mother died minutes earlier outside on the ice shelf. He’d played a hand in making this cub an orphan.

As her mother had done for Moira earlier that day, the bear cub stretched on her side laying across the mud. Her tiny chin flopped against the ground, and she peered up at Ronan blinking.

Ronan wanted to comfort the cub, but he didn’t want to scare her either. He reached for the leather pouch strapped to his belt and opened the flap. Beside Moira’s dragon statuette, he fingered a piece of dried venison he’d saved from lunch. “Here’s a peace offering girl. I’m sorry for what happened.” He tossed the jerky morsel, and it landed a few inches from the cub’s outstretched paws.

Licking her lips, the ice bear’s gaze flickered between Ronan and the jerky strip laying near her feet.

“I’m not going to take it from you. It’s yours. I promise.”

With a last glance toward Ronan, the cub’s head snapped forward, and she devoured the jerky in a single gulp.

Ronan’s eyes widened in surprise. “I guess you were hungry then?”

The bear scooted back to her spot behind the rock and rested her head flat on the mud staring at Ronan through clear blue eyes.

Ronan pushed his legs out in front of him, sat, and leaned against the cave wall near the bear cub. He scanned the small cave and folded his arms before looking down at the bear. “I’ve no idea how we’re getting out of here. What about you?”

The bear cub’s pink tongue extended, and she licked a black button nose buried under a mound of white fluff.

“Yeah, I didn’t think so.” Ronan stood, crossed the cave, and settled his palms against an ice boulder wedged in the cave’s sealed entrance. He channeled a fraction of his power increasing his strength and pushed against the ice wall. It didn’t budge. With his sheba blade, he might carve a path through the ice, but he couldn’t risk a cave in. The falling ice would smash him like a bug. He leaned against the ice wall and his gazed drifted upward.

The bear cub mustered courage enough to waddle out from her hiding place. She padded across the muddy cave floor and lapped at a pool of freshwater beneath a dripping stalactite.

A grin spread across Ronan’s face. “That water’s coming from somewhere, right girl?” Ronan stood beside the puddle and gazed upward tracking the water stream backwards.

The water dripping from the stalactite crossed a patch of uneven rock. It ended inside a small inch-wide crack near the ceiling’s peak.

Ronan channeled spirit and flicked his wrist toward the bear. A clear spirit shield warped and circled the bear before vanishing to the naked eye.

The bear leaped craning its neck from side to side before unleashing a high-pitched growl at an invisible enemy.

Ronan motioned for the bear cub and focused on the inch-wide ceiling crack. “Relax. I don’t want to see you hurt. Come over here.” He stepped backward until he stood flush against the cave’s rear wall.

The bear cub tilted her head and watched Ronan with a look of curiosity.

“Come on girl. I can’t do this with you sitting there.”

The ice bear padded across the cave and curled behind Ronan’s leg before settling between his leather boots.

Ronan gave a brief nod. “Thank you. I feel much better now.” He channeled spirit and launched a small bright orb of energy toward the water source.

The bear cub never flinched while dark rubble rattled from the ceiling before piling in a small heap atop the muddy cave floor.

Ronan paused and perked his ears listening for any sign he’d unleashed another avalanche.

The water trickling from the stalactite stopped. A steady flow of water replaced it drizzling from a gaping hole at the ceiling’s peak.

Ronan stepped forward and stopped beneath the hole. He glanced upward, and a large smile spread across his face. 

Fresh cold air blew across Ronan’s face. Through a twisted rocky gap leading upward, a field of stars twinkled in a clear night sky.

With luck, Ronan could escape the cave and find Moira before dawn. Wet warmth tickled his palm, and he glanced down.

The bear cub gazed up at him through a mop of shaggy fur while her long pink tongue retreated into her mouth.

Ronan smiled. “Don’t worry, I’ll take you too.”

***

Danielle spiraled through ash and soot laced clouds. She whipped past flashing streaks of yellow and orange flame on a collision course with the forest floor below.

Burning tree limbs and smoldering grass blanketed the ground. Dozens of knee-high shrubs and century’s old matted ground cover stood in flames. The field of burning death pulled Danielle lower looming less than twenty-yards away.

Danielle screeched as sharp pain flared in her ribs underneath her right wing.

Brees latched onto Ferris. His right hand pressed the boy tight against his chest while his left clung to corded vines binding him to Danielle. Pure terror laced his wide eyes as the smoldering ground flew forward.

Ten feet separated Danielle from certain death, and she blinked. Shimmering blue lights flashed around her in a series of ever-expanding layers.

Danielle smashed into the ground and bounced. The outer-most layer of spirit shield shattered. She rolled in the spirit cocoon passing a blackened patch of smoldering waist-high grass.

Brees straddled Danielle’s back with one arm clutching her neck and the other pressing Ferris into his side.

Danielle continued rolling. Her spirit shield popped and hissed touching burning limbs and red-hot coals. She came to a stop hundreds of feet beneath the lowest limbs of the first tree atop a patch of unburned grass. She shifted into human form and laid flat on her back gazing into the fiery nightmare through which she’d descended.

A hazy streak of blue light flashed through black ash clouds fifty feet above. Knight Jeremy Brooks appeared through the smoke riding atop a soaring golden eagle. An eagle who doubled as Ayralen’s Prime Guardian and Danielle’s father, Connal Deveaux.

Danielle’s heart surged, and she managed a weak smile.

Beside Danielle, the high grass stirred. 

Danielle snapped her head toward the rustling noise and pain flashed through her ribs. “Ferris!” She pushed herself to her feet, and a strong hand landed a gentle grip on her wrist.

“He’s okay.” Brees let his hand linger on Danielle’s wrist.

Ferris clung to Brees with his arms wrapped around the shaman’s neck while his small body trembled.

Danielle knelt and rubbed Ferris’s back. “We’re safe Ferris. You’re okay.”

The six-year old lurched throwing his body toward Danielle with outstretched arms.

She scooped him up, and the boy clung to her like a lifeline. She ran her hand over his dark hair and hugged him tight. “I’ve got you now.”

Ferris sobbed and buried his face in Danielle’s shoulder.

Brees stood and raised his palms toward the smoldering tree limbs and ground cover surrounding them. The talisman hanging from his neck glowed bright silver, and the fire faded in a twenty-foot radius around them.

Connal Deveaux landed near Danielle, and Jeremy hopped from his back. The shield knight strode toward Danielle, Brees, and Ferris without waiting for Connal. His palm flashed and fresh spirit shields appeared surrounding each of them.

Brees’s eyes widened, and he pressed his palms flat against the shields flexible interior. “Danielle, you didn’t mention anything about your people possessing this sort of magic.”

“They don’t. He’s Meranthian.” Danielle rocked Ferris in her arms while rubbing his back.

“Mer-what?” Brees said.

“I’ll explain later.”

Jeremy stopped before Danielle and knelt bowing low. “Your Highness, I’m glad to see you safe.”

“Jeremy, there’s no need for that,” Danielle said. “Please stand up.”

Brees gawked at Danielle, his jaw agape. “Your royalty! What else haven’t you told me?”

Danielle’s cheeks flushed bright red, and her gaze drifted downward. “Not really. I —”

Jeremy stood and faced Brees. “Yes, she’s the royal princess, and sister to my king.” He looked between Danielle and Brees before his gaze settled on Danielle. “Please forgive my rude interruption.”

A wide smile crossed Connal Deveaux’s face as he walked past Brees and Jeremy before embracing his daughter. He kissed the peak of her blond head and stepped back inspecting her from head to toe. “I was so worried, but I’m glad to see you safe.” He peered upward as if searching the smoke. “We need to get inside. What’s left of the Guard is protecting the first tree.”

Danielle’s chest tightened. “What’s left? Oh Papa, I’m so sorry I wasn’t here.”

“Now, isn’t the time for apologies Danielle.” Connal faced Brees, and his expression turned wary. His gaze locked on the strange silver talisman dangling from the shaman’s neck, and his eyes narrowed. Connal opened his mouth to speak before Danielle stepped forward.

Danielle took hold of Connal’s wrist. “Papa, this is Brees Broderick. He saved Keely’s life during our travels through the desert.”

Connal paused staring at Brees for a long second before closing his mouth. He offered the shaman a short nod, but didn’t extend his hand. “I hope you can shed some light on this unsolicited attack.”

Centered in the first heartwood tree’s wide trunk, red wood softened and flowed like water. An arched doorway appeared and Keely stepped through flanked by two guardians. Each carried a long heartwood bow with filled quivers strapped to their shoulders. “Are you all nuts?” She pointed upward toward the burning forest canopy. “In case you hadn’t noticed, we’re under attack. Get inside!”

At the sound of Keely’s voice, Ferris’s neck snapped up and he swung his head around. “Miss Keely!” He scrambled from Danielle’s arms and sprinted across the scorched earth.

A smile split Keely’s normally scowling face giving her the unusual appearance of happiness.

Ferris wrapped his arm around her leg and squeezed. “I’m so glad you’re here.”

Keely patted the boy’s head. “I’m glad to see you too kid. Come on. Let’s get inside before one of those over-sized lizards up there gets any bright ideas.” She took his tiny hand in hers and led him inside the gargantuan heartwood tree.

“She’s right,” Connal said. “Let’s get inside.” He pushed past Brees and moved toward the heartwood’s open archway.

Danielle followed Connal inside the heartwood’s trunk followed by Brees and Jeremy.

Brees’s jaw dropped open as he stood inside the massive trunk. He turned in a long slow circle gawking at the golden grains flowing through the red wood and the stunning natural light it produced. “I’ve no words….” He shook his head and his mouth hung open while his eyes tracked the circular staircase spiraling a hundred feet upward.

The delicious aroma of cinnamon touched the air. The scent provided a welcome relief from the acrid stench outside.

Danielle took in his awed expression following his eyes upward.

His gaze drifted back to Danielle’s face, and moisture appeared in his hazel eyes. “If you would’ve told me about this.” He gestured around him and shook his head. “I never would’ve believed you. This is a treasure beyond….” His voice cracked over the last few words.

Danielle’s skin tingled as goose bumps rose on her arms. Although she loved the forest, she’d never experienced its rich beauty in such a profound and moving way. His sincerity touched her, and she found tears forming in her own eyes. Danielle’s thoughts drifted to the attacks outside, and a surge of grief almost overwhelmed her. She wiped her eyes and smiled at Brees nodding. “Yes, it’s a special place, and this tree gave birth to the entire forest. It’s the oldest and largest tree in the Heartwood.” Danielle touched the trunk with her palm.

The arched doorway sealed shut forming smooth unblemished wood.

Brees moved his fingertips toward the trunk and froze before glancing toward Danielle. “May I touch it?”

“Of course.”

Brees laid his palm flat against the tree trunk and opened his eyes wide with excitement. “I can feel it hum.” A grin spread across his face.

“She’s telling you hello,” Connal Deveaux spoke the words from behind.

Danielle jumped and whirled on her father.

He wore a grim expression on his face. “We need to talk Danielle.” His eyes flickered toward Brees. “I’ll have your friend escorted upstairs.”

Danielle stepped forward. “No, Papa. He has information that could help us.”

Connal glared at Brees. “Or, he could steal our secrets and hand them to the enemy.”

“With all due respect, I don’t think it would matter. Do you?” Danielle said. “They’re burning down the forest, and there’s nothing we can do to stop them.”

Connal stiffened as if slapped. “I don’t believe that.”

Danielle’s stomach sank. She didn’t want to hurt his feelings, but he had to face reality. “It’s bad Papa. We passed many dead and damaged trees on the way here. The forest is burning all the way to the desert.”

“Let’s not have this conversation here.” Connal nodded toward Brees. “He can come if you’re vouching for him.” He glanced over Danielle’s shoulder. “Jeremy, we need your input as well.”

Jeremy bowed. “Yes sir. Of course.” He paused and his face expressed hesitation. “I’ve brought news from Freehold you both need to know.”

Connal’s eyes widened. “Is Ronan okay?” He took a step toward the shield knight. “Tell me now Jeremy.”

Danielle’s stomach bottomed out, and she waited for him to speak. Could the day grow any worse?

“Don’t worry. The king’s fine.” Jeremy said. “He sent me here with news.”

Connal’s shoulders eased, and he exhaled a deep breath. “Follow me everyone.” He descended a nearby staircase moving into a maze of passageways connecting the forest's trees.

The first tree’s natural warm glow lit airy open passageways descending far below the earth’s surface.

Brees looked all around him continuing to gawk as he trailed behind Danielle.

Thick corded roots made up the stairs and tunnel walls providing room enough for five men to walk side-by-side in comfort.

Brees leaned forward and whispered into Danielle’s ear. “Doesn’t this hurt the tree?”

Danielle shook her head. “This root is a baby offshoot. The tree hasn’t used this system in centuries.”

His eyes widened in surprise. “This is a small root?”

Danielle nodded. “The larger root systems are off-limits to all but the highest ranking wardens.”

“How deep do the roots go?”

Danielle shook her head. “I’m not sure exactly. At least twice as deep as it is tall.”

Brees’s mouth fell open, his face a mask of shock.

Connal ducked beneath a crisscrossing root. He paused beside a warden with her palms flattened against thick interwoven roots.

Green energy flowed from her palms and disappeared into the root walls. She’d stripped down to a simple cotton tunic and knee-high britches. Perspiration soaked her clothes making them cling to her body. Sweat rivulets streaked her face leaving her brown hair soaked.

Danielle’s shoulders tensed, and she reached for her belt pouch. She pulled free a dark green vial of recovery elixir and placed her hand on the warden’s shoulder. “Eliza, drink this.”

“I can’t stop channeling, or we’ll lose the tree,” Eliza said.

Danielle handed the elixir to Brees and placed her palms against the roots. She channeled an ocean of dark green power and blinding green light burst from her palms flowing into the roots like a raging river.

The root’s walls and stairs vibrated as the first tree responded to the fresh influx of raw power.

Eliza gasped and her eyes widened in shock. “Ten wardens combined couldn’t channel that much power.” A smile flashed across her face, and she glanced toward her Prime Guardian. “We might win the day yet.” She took the offered elixir from Brees, slammed it back, and resumed her position on the root wall.

“Thank you Danielle, I feel much better.” She flattened her palms against the root and resumed her channeling. A look of fresh determination chiseled her face.

The group continued descending through the heartwood’s twisting root system. Every few minutes Connal turned right or left and followed another path. When the path diverged, he took the path leading further underground. Warden’s sat at these divergent paths, funneling green nature magic into the roots as Eliza had earlier.

Ahead, the long passageway came to a dead end at the root’s tip. But, the Prime Guardian didn’t pause. The heartwood opened revealing a massive chamber beyond.

Connal’s gaze flickered toward Brees before settling on Danielle. “You’re sure?”

Danielle tipped her head in ascent without comment.

Connal clinched his jaw, nodded, and turned moving into the sprawling cavern beyond.

The heartwood chamber reached a height of thirty feet. An overpowering aroma of cinnamon filled the room leaving the air close to unbreathable. Ramps built of flowing heartwood shifted changing direction and course. Each ramp connected different layers of living wooden decks. Decks that provided direct access to a bright red sphere at the room’s center.

The sphere bulged and contracted pulsing with different shades of red energy. The heart’s surface moved and rotated while its liquid surface flowed like a pool of molten lava.

Brees stared, jaw-agape, at the bright red heart.

Dozens of wardens perched on the living platforms surrounding the sphere. Heavy fatigue lined their faces as they channeled a never-ending stream of nature magic into the tree’s core.

Danielle leaned into Brees and spoke. “As I mentioned earlier, each tree is a sentient being more ancient than any creature in the world.” Danielle pointed toward the heart. “That’s the tree’s heart. This tree, and the ones surrounding it, came to life over a thousand years ago. The first Ayralen that could use and understand nature magic planted it. She built and passed along the magic necessary to protect and care for these trees. Her name was Lora.”

“Speaking of Lora, we need to check on the sphere.” Connal said. “And, we need you for that Danielle.”

“Yes, of course.” Danielle followed the ramp nearest her and descended moving on a path that took the group under the tree’s heart.

The ramp ended, depositing the group near a platform supporting the tree’s heart. A ten-foot tall, twenty-foot wide platform nestled the heart inside its bowl-like surface.

Danielle walked toward the platform with Brees, Connal, and Jeremy following close behind.

A pair of menacing saber cat’s lay stretched out near the platform tracking Danielle with penetrating eyes. The largest cat, gold with black stripes, shifted and a young woman appeared smiling. Her white teeth flashed as her lips parted into a full grin. “Danielle!” She didn’t try to disguise the excitement in her voice. She hurried toward Danielle while her long dark braid swayed from side-to-side. When she reached Danielle, the young guardian, standing five feet tall, opened her arms.

Danielle stepped forward and embraced the guardian in a short hug before stepping backward. “Noel, it’s so good to see you unharmed.”

“We were beginning to wonder if you’d ever make it back.” She glanced over her shoulder as the second guardian shifted appearing beside Noel in human form. Noel bowed before Connal Deveaux who’d moved ahead and stood beside Danielle. “Monsieur Prime Guardian.”

Connal tipped his head to the female guardian. “Noel.”

The male guardian bowed before Connal. “I hope you’ve brought us good news sir.”

“I wish that were so, but I’m afraid not Caine. The situation aboveground has worsened during the last several hours,” Connal said.

Caine’s eyes drifted over Connal’s shoulders and locked on Brees standing a few feet behind Danielle. “Who’s he?”

“He’s someone that can help us,” Danielle said answering for her father. “Have you noticed any changes with the tree down here?”

Noel shook her head. “The wardens say the tree is under extreme stress. A few have dropped from exhaustion. I’m not sure how much longer they can hold out,” Noel said.

“Maybe we can help,” Danielle said.

“Noel, can you and Caine make sure we’re not disturbed inside the sphere room?” Connal said.

“Yes Prime Guardian. Of course.” Her eyes darted between Danielle and Connal and her expression tensed. “Is Lora’s Sphere okay?”

“Shouldn’t it be?” Danielle said.

“Yes. We’ve not let anyone past, but the look on your face has me worried,” Noel said.

Danielle forced a slight smile, but felt none of the reassurance she tried hard to convey. “Try not to worry. Okay?” She squeezed Noel’s hand and walked past her pausing beside the platform. She pressed her palm flat against the smooth heartwood surface.

A wide archway appeared leading to a small planning room beneath the platform. Danielle disappeared through the open door followed by Connal, Brees, and Jeremy.

A long rectangular worktable lined with varying styles of chairs sat in the room’s center. Atop the table, sat a thick stack of large worn maps beside several sheets of plain white parchment and ink pens. Above the table floated a sphere alive with varying shades of green and red light. The colors swirled like melted wax inside a candle maker’s shop.

Danielle moved to the table and extended her palm toward Lora’s Sphere.

Brees lunged forward stumbling over a chair before crying out. “Danielle, no don’t touch it!”

Danielle’s heart lurched, and she jumped an inch off the floor whirling on the shaman. “Brees!”

With a meaty fist, Connal yanked the shaman backward by the scruff of his robe slamming him into a nearby chair. “What in God’s name do you think you’re doing?”

Jeremy extended his hand toward Danielle with blue spirit rippling across his palm.

“Jeremy! Papa! Stop, both of you!” Danielle’s eyes glared back and forth between the two men. “He wasn’t trying to hurt me.” She turned her attention to Brees and her expression softened. “Why shouldn’t I touch it?”

Brees pulled his robe free of Connal’s grip and leaned forward. “Our emperor uses an orb like that one.” He tipped his head toward Lora’s Sphere. “With it, he controls the sorcerers and shaman across all seven kingdoms. He grants power and takes it by controlling the orb.” He leaned back rubbing his neck where Connal had pulled him. “He also uses it for torture. It’s very painful to touch the sphere if the emperor hasn’t granted his express consent.”

Danielle folded her arms and looked first at Jeremy then Connal before she spoke. “So you didn’t want to see me hurt by touching this sphere.” Her gaze drifted back to Brees. “Is that right?”

“Yes. That’s right.”

Danielle extended her mind behind her until she felt the sphere’s full weight pull against her thoughts like a boat anchor. As she pulled it closer, the sphere floated forward stopping an arm’s length from both her and Brees. “Thank you for saving me, but you’ve no reason to worry for my safety.”

Brees bristled, and leaned away from Lora’s Sphere.

Danielle willed the sphere into her open palm. A flood of energy washed through her fingertips sending raw energy pulsing through her body. The pain in her side faded, and the fatigue brought on by twenty-four hours of straight travel receded. Her thoughts sharpened, and she smiled. “See. I’m fine.”

“Does your sphere grant your people power?” Brees said.

Danielle’s face flushed. “I don’t know. We haven’t figured out how it works.” Danielle pushed the orb backward repositioning it above the table. “In Meranthia, my brother controls an orb like Lora’s Sphere. We managed to rebuild them last year after both spheres spent centuries dormant. Some Ayralens controlled the sphere’s magic using shards containing its raw essence. After we made the spheres whole, they were able to reconnect with its power.”

Connal stepped forward, and his eyes settled on Lora’s Sphere. “But, we haven’t figured out how to implant the magic into our people who’ve never touched nature’s magic.”

“How do you know?” Brees said.

“I’ve tried to grant Lora’s power to at least a dozen students in our academy. The magic refused to enter their bodies,” Danielle said.

“Then you haven’t tried it with the right people,” Brees said.

“What do you mean the ‘right people’?” Danielle said.

“I told you about our tests Danielle. Proctors test all Obsith children for the ability to hold the emperor’s magic.”

Connal’s head snapped toward Brees. “How?”

Brees’s face reddened. “It’s not something I’m proud to repeat, but it’s a simple test.”

“We need to know.” Urgency laced Connal’s words.

Danielle’s chest tightened as her father’s tone set off alarm bells in her mind. “Papa, what haven’t you told me?”

Connal’s expression turned somber. “We’ve experienced heavy losses in the Guard Danielle.”

Danielle swallowed hard and dreaded asking the next question. “How heavy?”

His eyes drifted downward. “Two-thirds. Every able bodied member of the Guard is here, protecting the first tree.”

Danielle’s legs slackened, and she dropped onto a stool beside Brees. In Ayralen’s long history such a profound loss had never occurred. “That’s one-hundred twenty dead wardens and guardians.” She almost choked on the words.

“Yes, and they aren’t leaving shards,” Connal said.

Jeremy stepped forward and stood over Danielle’s right shoulder before facing Brees. “How does your test work?”

Brees exhaled and nodded. “I doubt it will work for your people, but I’ll tell you.” His eyes glazed over as if he pulled on old unpleasant memories. “Every year the emperor sends proctors to each of the seven kingdom’s capital cities. Citizens travel to their respective capital. They bring with them any eligible children that haven’t already undergone testing. It’s a time of great celebration, and most cities hold a week-long festival.”

“How old are they children when they’re tested?” Danielle said.

“Ten solars.” Brees spoke without hesitation. “Even one day before their tenth birthday, and the ability won’t manifest.”

“How is the test conducted?” Connal said.

Brees shook his head. “It’s barbaric. Far more than it needs to be, but the emperor sets the law.”

Danielle’s stomach twisted. “Brees, please tell us. Our people are dying.”

Brees nodded. “Before the first proctor arrives, each city builds an affinity chamber. Only the purest atter crystal goes into its creation. Pure atter crystal is transparent. If it’s not transparent, the proctors can’t see the test play out. The chamber is six-feet long and allows a child to pass through unhindered.”

Danielle’s brow furrowed. “That doesn’t sound barbaric.”

The muscles in Brees’s jaw tightened, and he leveled his gaze on Danielle. “The chamber’s interior is set ablaze before the child enters.”

Danielle gasped. “We’re not going to burn our children. We’d kill them.”

Brees held up a hand. “Wait. I haven’t told you everything.”

“There’s more?” Connal said. “That’s no kind of test. It’s murder.”

Brees shook his head. “The proctors running the test are powerful sorcerers and shaman.”

“Brees is a shaman Papa. They control elements like fire, cold, and electricity, but they can’t create them.”

“That’s what sorcerers do,” Brees said. “Between the two, we achieve balance.”

“So how does the makeup of the proctors affect the test?” Jeremy said.

“The sorcerer creates flame inside the chamber,” Brees said. “As each child enters, how they interact with the flame decides their magical affinity.”

Jeremy tilted his head and rubbed the short blond stubbles sprinkling his chin. “How so?”

“A few boys and girls will walk through the flame unscathed. Their bodies repel the sorcerer’s fire.”

“Your shaman?” Connal said.

Brees nodded. “And some children absorb the flame as they cross through the chamber. These children express traits unique to sorcerers.”

“What about those children that don’t have any natural talent?” Connal said.

“They’re burned.” Brees held up a hand. “Before you interject, please understand, no child experiences permanent damage.”

Danielle glared at Brees. “Unharmed? They’re burned alive!”

“Once it’s clear the child holds no natural gift, a proctor extinguishes the flame and heals the damage,” Bree said.

“Why doesn’t the emperor just try to grant his magic to every child?” Jeremy said.

“There’s two reasons,” Brees said. “First, the emperor is far too busy to travel the entirety of the kingdom seeking out talented children,” Brees said. “The desert is vast.”

“So you burn children so the emperor isn’t inconvenienced? That’s barbaric,” Danielle said.

Brees nodded. “He has many faults, and lack of compassion is high on the list. But, the more important reason is that granting magic directly won’t work.”

“Because the emperor says so?” Connal said.

“No, it’s because something about the testing procedure imprints a child. It allows him to receive magic from the emperor’s orb. That is, if the emperor wants to grant his gift. He can also reclaim it at his whim.”

“Would he strip your magic if he knew you were sitting here?”

“Yes. Without question.” Brees’s words hung unacknowledged during a long uncomfortable silence.

“Brees, when we were in Mara, you told me you tested positive for both traits,” Danielle said. “How could you both repel and draw the fire?”

“The sorcerer’s flames bounced from my flesh several times before sinking into my skin,” Brees said.

“How does any of this help us?” Connal said. “We don’t control elements in Ayralen. We use nature magic, I doubt your flame test would work on our people.”

“I agree,” Danielle said. “But, we have to figure out what it is, and soon. Meanwhile, I could try instilling magic in every Ayralen and see if we can make a connection.”

Connal sighed and shook his head. “I’ve ordered the Heartwood’s evacuation. By now, three quarters of our citizenry are in Meranthia. The rest are somewhere between here and Elan’s gap.”

“Are they keeping to the root system?” Danielle said.

“For most of the trip, yes,” Connal said. “What guardians we’ve left are managing the exodus.”

“I noticed the influx of refugees when I crossed Elan’s Gap,” Jeremy said. “I ordered scouts to Freehold with the information and to send what reinforcements they could offer. But since Ayralen and Meranthia are no longer at odds, Elan’s Gap holds few militia, and only a bare handful of knights.”

“What’s to stop the sorcerers from invading Meranthia?” Danielle said.

Jeremy ran a hand through his blond close-cropped hair and sighed. He stood before the worktable and leaned forward. “I’m afraid I’ve brought more bad news.” Jeremy spent the next half hour recalling Davin Keel’s journey to Freehold. He recounted the events surrounding the attack at Porthleven, and Ronan’s confrontation with Tara.

“Ronan’s left Freehold?” Connal said.

“Yes, he and Lady Rika flew for Porthleven the day before I left for Ayralen,” Jeremy said. “I’ve heard no news out of Freehold for weeks. The king ordered me to come here and warn you of Tara and to enlist your aid.”

Connal barked out a short bitter laugh. “A lot of good I can offer. It seems we’re stuck.”

“Papa, I need to tell you a few things Keely and I discovered during our time in the desert.”

“Do I want to hear it?” He held up a hand. “Don’t answer that.” He rubbed the rough stubble on his unshaven face and pulled a chair forward. “Let’s get it all out. What do you need to tell me?”

Danielle glanced at Brees, and he tipped his head forward as if encouraging her to continue. “Keely and I found Arber.”

Connal reared backward in his chair as if struck. “Where is he? I didn’t see him come in with you.” Rage flared in his eyes, and he pounded his fist on the worktable. “Did he bring this down on us?”

Danielle held up both hands. “Let me explain. We never caught up with him, but I have seen him, and we found his journal at a desert oasis.” She pulled open the flap to her belt pouch and produced a small worn journal. “He met a man named Martell at the forest’s southern rim.” She handed the journal to Connal. “It seems Arber intended to take Lora’s Sphere to a city named Zen in Obsith.”

Connal’s brow furrowed as he leafed through the journal. “Why?”

“He never said why in his journal. It seems he had to make a hasty departure from the oasis. We saw some signs of a struggle.”

“How do you know he’s still alive?” Connal said.

“I saw him this morning,” Danielle said.

Connal’s eyes widened. “This morning? He’s here?”

“We passed over a group of Obsith sorcerers breaking camp. A pair of dragons chased us into the Heartwood, and Arber rode atop one of them.”

Connal’s eyes took on a distant glassy look. “What’s he planning?” He spoke the words using a low hushed tone as if expecting no answer.

Danielle glanced toward Brees. “There’s something else you should know. It’s the reason Brees came with us.”

Connal’s trance broke. “What is it? Not more bad news I hope.”

“Do you remember when Dimrey’s Plague nearly wiped out the Ayralen population?”

“Remember it? No.” Connal shook his head. “But I’ve read the historical accounts. Wardens snuffed out the plague when they discovered the cure growing inside a piece of heartwood fruit.”

Danielle nodded. “During my academy training, we read accounts of the illness and its spread among the population.”

“Don’t tell me it’s back,” Connal said.

Danielle and Brees exchanged a look of worry. “Not in Ayralen, but it’s spreading among the Obsith.”

Connal leaned back in his chair and sighed. “Which one of you carried it?”

Danielle’s face flushed. Had her time spent among the Obsith made the problem worse? Her thoughts turned to Fizzle, and her stomach sank.

“I’ve seen the disease first hand among the villages north of Zen,” Brees said. “I don’t know how many people I’ve infected during my travels.”

Connal’s face drained of color. “You’ve contracted the plague?”

“I carried an antidote with me. He’s cured,” Danielle said.

“And you came to the Heartwood in search of a larger quantity of antidote?” Connal’s face flushed, and he leaned forward edging toward Brees. “Your countrymen are outside destroying the very tree that will save them. Do they know that?” His face trembled with barely contained rage.

“No, they don’t even know the plague exists. And, at this point, I’m not sure I could convince them.”

“I think they’re searching for Lora’s Sphere,” Danielle said.

Connal nodded. “Based on what Arber said in his journal, I’d agree.” He folded his arms and sat back. “Brees, do you have any idea why they’d want the sphere?”

“No, but I’m sure the emperor has good reason,” Brees said.

“And Arber must know something,” Danielle said.

“We’ll never find out if we can’t stop them from destroying us all.” Dark circles appeared under Connal’s exhausted eyes, and he shook his head. The confidence and surety he’d displayed last autumn had evaporated. Connal Deveaux appeared shaken. “Danielle, we can’t let those savages take Lora’s Sphere. I want you to take it to Freehold. Your brother can help with its protection.”

“I’m not abandoning the Heartwood,” Danielle said. “And, I would never leave you alone.”

“You’re abandoning the lives of every warden defending the forest if you don’t go,” Connal said. “At least we can provide a diversion while you escape. But, if we lose the sphere, any hope of rebuilding the Heartwood dies.”

Danielle remained silent studying her father’s exhausted face. “I’ll go only if you come with me.”

Connal barked out a short hard laugh and shook his head. “I’ll die before leaving the Heartwood Danielle. My place is here with the first tree, and you know it.”

Danielle thought about Ferris. What would happen if she stayed and lost? He and every warden inside the first tree would die.

Her thoughts drifted Lora’s Sphere. She understood little about its inner workings. If Obsith’s emperor would invade a foreign country to steal it, the sphere must hold more power than she’d ever imagined. She needed to understand how it worked or she’d never unlock its secrets. With the Ayralen population fleeing to Meranthia, she might find a way to grant them Lora’s magic.

Danielle found herself nodding. “I’ll go.”

Brees turned to face Connal. “My people stand to lose everything if this forest dies. I’ll stay here and help you fight. Maybe I can find a way to reason with the emperor.”

“Suit yourself, but if I find out you’re up to some trick, I’ll have you hanged,” Connal said.

Danielle glared at Connal. “Papa! Without Brees’s help, I wouldn’t be here.”

“Are you sure about that? Do you think running across those sorcerers in the middle of a giant desert was a coincidence?”

Danielle stood shoving her chair back. “That’s enough!”

“Danielle, please. I can fight my own battles,” Brees said. “I don’t blame your father. I’d feel the same way given the circumstance.”

Connal nodded folding his arms. “Thank you.”

“And, you don’t want to leave Ayralen letting harsh words be the last spoken to your father.” His eyes took on a distant glassy look. “You can’t ever pull them back.”

Danielle’s shoulders eased, and her expression softened. “It’s just that he can be so stubborn sometimes.”

Connal laughed. “And you aren’t? You’re every bit as stubborn as your mother ever was.”

Danielle smiled, her gaze drifting downward. “Okay, maybe I can be a little hardheaded.”

Connal stood and moved around the table until he stood before Danielle.

Danielle leaned into her father’s chest, and he folded his arms around her.

Connal Deveaux let go a long sigh and kissed his daughter on the crown of her head. “Stay underground as much as you can. It’ll take longer to reach Elan’s Gap, but you’re more likely to make it.”

Hot tears welled in Danielle’s eyes as she wrapped her arms around her father. She might never see him again and the thought terrified her. “Papa, please don’t do anything foolish. If the Heartwood falls, don’t die with it. We need you.”

“I can’t make any promises Danielle. I —”

“I know you can’t. Just know I love you,” Danielle said cutting him off.

The gray patches in Connal’s dark hair and unshaven face doubled in that moment. “I love you too. And tell Ronan….”

She squeezed his hands and nodded. “I’ll tell him you love him.”

Connal nodded wiping tears from his eyes.

“I’ll protect her with my life sir. You have my word,” Jeremy said.

“I’ll hold you to that shield knight,” Connal said.

Danielle let her father go and faced Brees. “Stay with him, and don’t let anything happen to him. Okay?”

“I promise, I’ll do my best,” Brees said.

Danielle smiled and took his rough warm hands in hers. “Thank you. For everything.” She embraced him in a short hug.

Brees pulled away and squeezed Danielle’s hand. “It’s I who should be thanking you.” He bowed.

“We’ll be back father. I promise.” Danielle reached up and kissed her father’s warm rough cheek. She turned to leave sparing a last glance over her shoulder.

Deep sadness settled in Connal’s face as his tear-rimmed eyes followed Danielle from the room.

An Arid Peak

 

Ronan groaned, pulling himself the final few feet to freedom, and breathed in the cold night air. An hour of twisting his body in directions Elan never intended left his muscles sore and aching. He tapped his healing magic and channeled relief though his worn muscles. 

A high-pitched growl came from the dark cleft Ronan had crawled from. A shaggy white mop-top popped free before turning its head upward and staring at Ronan.

“Relax. I didn’t forget about you.” He reached down and scooped up the bear cub lifting her free of the cave.

The bear cub nestled in Ronan’s arms and pitched her head upward sniffing the air. Steam billowed from her tiny nostrils, and a wet pink tongue slid from the mass of white curly hair. The baby ice bear licked Ronan across his cheek. She strained her neck forward sniffing at the leather pouch strapped to his belt. She bit at the leather binding holding the pouch closed and yanked, but the straps held firm.

“You’re welcome, and I know you’re hungry. I am too. But we have to find Moira first. Then we’ll eat.” Ronan settled the bear atop the ice-packed snow near his feet. He turned his attention toward the sea and the jagged cliffs below and channeled spirit energy into his vision.

Ronan stood on a six-foot wide rocky outcropping jutting outward from the rock face. To his right and left, the rock face descended in a sheer vertical drop.

A hundred feet below, the faint embers of a dying fire stood like a beacon against the black rock and dark night sky. Near the fire, Moira’s sled sat unmoved from hours earlier. Mounds of thick furs draped the sled, and even Ronan’s enhanced vision wouldn’t let him see through solid objects. Near the sled’s foot, the heavier packs of supplies appeared untouched.

A smile touched Ronan’s frozen face. Moira wouldn’t have left camp without her furs and at least a small cache of supplies. “She’s still there girl. It’s our lucky day.”

The steep trail running between Moira’s camp and the ice cave had crumbled beneath the massive avalanche. Ronan tracked the sharp rise from Moira’s camp leading toward Dragon Peak’s summit. He lost sight of its trail behind high rocky crags.

He inched forward and peered over the platform’s edge.

Beneath Ronan’s narrow platform, the mountain’s face descended at a near vertical angle.

Ronan’s stomach fluttered as a gust of wind picked up causing him to sway. His foot slipped, kicking free an ice slab. It plummeted seventy-five feet before shattering against a black boulder far below. Ronan eased back from the edge and took a deep breath. Could he survive a jump from this height? If he landed near Moira’s camp, the impact might not kill him outright. He could heal broken arms, legs, or maybe a broken back. If he missed the ice shelf, he’d plummet thousands of feet, and death would find him in an instant.

“Do you have any ideas girl?” Ronan’s gaze drifted toward the bear cub lingering near his feet, but the little bear had vanished.

Ronan whirled searching for the bear cub, but he didn’t see her anywhere. He bent and peered inside the dark cleft from where he’d escaped, but saw nothing. Maybe she’d fallen down the hole? He bent, pitched his legs inside the crack, and froze.

The wind gusted bringing with it a high-pitched mewling sound. The bear’s distinct shrill came again laced with greater urgency.

Ronan tracked the sound downward to his right and peered over the platform’s edge near the mountain face.

The bear cub stood perched on a small dark rock protruding mere inches from the smooth rock face. The bear, rather than displaying fear, cocked her head and watched Ronan as if waiting.

Ronan let loose a short laugh. “You expect me to follow you? I’m sure you make a living hopping around mountain peaks, but I can’t do that.”

The bear cub’s white shaggy mop fluttered near her eyes, and she blinked. Without the slightest hesitation, the bear spun, and hopped finding a second rock two-feet below.

Ronan gazed upward scanning the mountain face for an alternate route, but a sheer flat surface offered no path. “I suppose I’ve no choice have I?” He moved to the platform’s edge placing his palm flat against the rock face. He channeled magic into his body increasing his balance, strength, and coordination. Ronan raised his right boot off the platform where it hovered thousands of feet over the sea’s crashing waves. He pulled in a short breath and leaned forward finding the rocky stub the bear cub had used and jumped.

In midair, Ronan’s stomach lurched and he gasped. With a thud, his boot landed on the rocky nub. He flattened his trembling arms against the sheer rock face and hovered frozen. He forced his eyes ahead refusing to look down.

Adrenaline raced through his body, and sweat trickled down his face despite the cold gusting wind. What he wouldn’t give for Rika’s magic right now.

The bear cub hopped lower, turned, and waited for Ronan on the next foothold.

Ronan jumped to the next foothold left free by the bear cub. He teetered on landing before bracing his body against the smooth rock face. He paused, inhaling a short sharp breath of cold air and forced himself to calm.

The bear cub bounced down two more footholds before stopping on an ice shelf large enough for her to sit comfortably. She spun in a circle and plopped down tilting her head and watched Ronan’s struggles as if with great interest.

“Do you find this funny? Is that it? Ha ha. I’m glad my fear is so entertaining.” Ronan hopped again following the bear cub’s clever map.

Ronan and the bear cub continued their trek downward. They descended a cliff so sheer even the bravest mountaineers would consider it a suicide mission. But, thousands of years of breeding and instinct gave the baby ice bear insight enough to make the climb appear child’s play.

The bear cub hopped onto a narrow path leading to Moira’s camp below.

With a final hop, Ronan’s ice-covered boots landed on a path he’d once considered narrow. It now appeared a thoroughfare wide enough to support a full oxen team. His muscles eased as he gazed upward scanning the mountainside above. He could no longer find the ledge from where he’d started.

The bear cub settled her rear-end atop Ronan’s right boot and sat, peering up at him. Her shaggy hair fell away revealing a pair of clear, sky-blue eyes. Eyes that betrayed far more intelligence than Ronan had believed possible.

Ronan knelt and scratched behind the bear’s ears. “I underestimated you girl. Thank you for saving me.”

The bear cub licked his palm, stood, and bounded ahead toward the campfire and Moira’s sled.

Ronan broke into an easy trot and followed. He descended the steep slope and hope surged in his chest. “Moira! I’m back!”

The embers Ronan saw from his small platform had died, cooling into lifeless dark lumps. The sled, heaped with Moira’s furs, remained untouched.

Ronan moved past the fire and knelt beside the sled. “Moira, I’m back. Are you okay?” He pulled back the top layers of fur.

Piles of empty blankets and furs mocked Ronan. Moira had vanished.

***

Mounds of empty fur sat heaped atop Moira’s sled.

Ronan’s stomach sank.

Full supply packs leaned against the sled untouched.

The sickening thought that Moira might have followed him inside the ice cave left him numb. But, he couldn’t imagine another result. If she’d climbed toward the summit, she would’ve taken supplies with her. Wouldn’t she?

The ice and snow surrounding the sled remained unblemished. Any hope of footprints aiding Ronan’s search disappeared.

Ronan circled the campfire and scoured the upslope. He searched for signs of movement, but besides his boots and the bear cub’s claw marks, no sign existed.

That she hadn’t left any footprints seemed odd. But, given her sleight weight and the gusting winds, her trail could’ve vanished. Ronan hadn’t any real tracking skills, but Rika could’ve found her.

The thought settled a heavy ache in his chest. Standing before a cold dead fire and an empty sled wouldn’t provide him answers. If she’d searched the ice cave for him, he couldn’t save her now, and Rika needed him.

Ronan knelt beside a heavy pack holding his and Moira’s food and loosened the leather straps. He pushed aside a frozen loaf of bread, a hard block of cheese, and a pouch packed full of jerky strips. Near the pack’s bottom Ronan touched slick wax paper. He’d watched Moira use it to preserve three silvery trout earlier in the week.

As the sealed wax paper moved free of the pack, the bear cub raised her shiny black nose skyward and sniffed. She danced back and forth before the covered fish and reared up on her hind legs as her mother had done hours earlier. She loosed a high-pitched growl shifting her gaze between Ronan and the fish.

“Don’t worry, this is yours. I wouldn’t let you starve after you saved my life.” His words sparked warm memories from his time spent in Rika’s room almost six years ago. The day he met her, and his life changed forever. She’d fed and cared for him after his disastrous encounter with the bullies in Old Town. That felt like a lifetime ago.

Ronan had intervened to save Rika’s life that day as he’d done with this little bear. What if he’d made a different choice that day in old town? What would’ve become of Rika? 

A wave of heavy longing rolled through his thoughts. He shook the memories away, but heartache lingered. The hunger he’d felt an hour earlier fled, replaced with knots of worry. Ronan ripped the wax paper’s seal, pulled free a frozen fish, and tossed it toward the bear cub.

She caught the fish mid-flight and snapped it in half with tiny razor sharp teeth. The bear cub swallowed huge chunks of fish gobbling it down in under ten seconds. She sniffed the ice searching for any sign of dropped fish tidbits. After finding none, she waddled over to Ronan and placed her furry paws on his knees. She craned her neck toward the remaining fish clutched in his hand.

Ronan tossed the second trout to the bear cub before opening the jerky pouch and forcing a brown strip into his mouth. He chewed letting his warm saliva work on the frozen strips until he could swallow.

The ice bear finished the last bites before settling on the packed ice near Ronan’s feet. She rested her chin on the snow and watched him eat.

“At least one of us has an appetite.” Ronan shoved a final piece of jerky into his mouth and chewed scanning the darkness above the sea.

Howling wind filled the empty night sky, but no dragons descended on him despite Moira’s protests that she escort him.

Ronan rubbed his leather belt pouch feeling the bulge where the dragon statuette rested. Moira must’ve known they might become separated. Is that why she gave him the dragon figurine? Could he use it somehow?

Ronan stood and unfastened the pack from the sled’s base.

The bear cub raised her head following Ronan’s movements.

He tossed the pack over his shoulder and tightened the strap before glancing in the bear cub’s direction.

She cocked her head giving him the same inquisitive look she’d used on the cliffs.

“Come on girl. We need to keep going and find Rika.”

As if understanding, the bear cub stood stretching her short forearms and padded forward. She waddled past Ronan and up the steep slope toward the summit of Dragon’s Peak.   

***

As the sun moved beyond the sea’s eastern horizon, dawn’s first rays settled on towering mounds of pure white bone.

Ronan’s stomach lurched. He’d no doubt found the right place. He swung his leg onto a wide stone terrace and heaved his body over the edge. Ronan freed the loaded pack from his shoulder and eased it onto the warm smooth rock beside him.

The pack’s leather flap stirred, and the bear cub’s head popped free. She peered out at one of many bone mounds dotting a rocky open expanse.

Ronan laid still pulling in short shallow breaths of ever thinning mountain air. His climbing had slowed during the short night. The high altitude’s extreme lack of oxygen drained his endurance. During the climb, he'd leaned heavily on his enhancement magic. Without using Elan’s magic, he couldn’t have continued.

The cub leaped free of the pack and scuttled forward. She sniffed near the base of a twenty foot mound of dry, cracked shark and whale skeletons.

Ronan had expected heavier amounts of snow and ice as he approached the summit. Instead, a carpet of loose white bones spread out between massive bone piles. A graveyard of sea creatures stretched out in a wide arc circling the summit’s rim.

Ronan stood, scooped up his pack, and continued forward. Bones crackled and popped beneath his feet as he navigated a maze of decades-old bone piles.

During their summit climb, the bear cub had led the way. She moved behind Ronan now, hopping from one patch of exposed rock to the next careful to avoid the bleached white bone.

As Ronan circled a thirty foot bone mound, he couldn’t imagine a circumstance that allowed for Rika’s survival. If dragons didn’t hunt humans, maybe they’d mistaken Rika for a meal while she flew in bird form. Ronan kept his eye out for any human remains, but with many thousands of scattered bones, he couldn’t tell them apart. He turned his gaze upward beyond the bone mounds and paused.

Fifty-feet ahead, a constant stream of white smoke billowed skyward.

Ronan broke into a trot as bones cracked and rattled beneath his heavy footfalls. After many days traveling through packed snow and ice, the thought of fire burning at the summit left him feeling uneasy. What fueled it?

The bear cub strained to keep pace and abandoned her strategy of holding to the exposed rocky patches. She tumbled and skidded forward struggling over the bone carpet. A high-pitched moan escaped her throat as if seeking Ronan’s help.

Ronan paused and pulled open the pack strapped across his shoulder. He scooped up the ice bear and slid her inside. “Better?”

The bear cub licked Ronan’s face and nestled inside the pack. Her eyes peered out above the leather satchel’s rim.

Ronan ran faster while piled-high mounds of yesteryear’s dinner flashed by. He kept his focus locked on the billowing smoke near the peak’s heart.

The bone piles dwindled in size, but grew fresher in age. Sinew and flesh clung to month-old carcasses, and the ripe stench of death hung heavy in the air.

Ronan channeled magic and deadened his sense of smell then paused as a thought struck him. He reversed the magic increasing his sense of smell and took a deep whiff. He should smell smoke, but only the nauseating stench of rotting flesh filled his nose.

Steam, not smoke, jettisoned upward in billowing white plumes. The shallow carcass piles revealed a twenty foot wall of black rock looming beyond the bone carpet. The rocky wall, composed of thousands of stacked black boulders, surrounded the peak’s summit.

Ronan didn’t need to guess the creature lurking behind those walls. His thoughts drifted to Moira and her insistence she make the journey with him to Dragon’s Peak.

A short shiver set his flesh crawling. He pushed aside the dread and trotted forward. He stopped before the unnatural wall separating him from the dragon’s roost.

Stacked boulders stretched in an unbroken arc extending dozens of yards in either direction.

Ronan placed his glove against the stone, and warmth radiated through to his fingertips. He glanced over his shoulder and found a white shaggy mop a few inches from his nose staring at him. “Any ideas? You’ve led me this far.”

The bear cub nestled lower in the pack before ducking her head letting the pack’s leather flap close atop her head.

“I guess you’ve earned this one off.” Ronan adjusted the pack on his shoulder and set off in a clockwise direction.

As Ronan followed the strange wall, new sections revealed themselves. The wall’s upper edge varied in height ranging from twenty feet at its lowest point to thirty feet at its highest. Boulders of varying size made the wall look thicker or thinner in sections, but remained impenetrable. 

Behind Ronan, the Araxis Sea slid away. The peak’s southern view came into focus. Leagues of rough mountain terrain stretched to the horizon.

Ronan froze and drew in a short sharp breath. He stared wide-eyed at the unmeasurable expanse.

Jagged snow-tipped peaks stretched in endless succession.

Ronan could finally appreciate Sir Alcott’s lesson on the dangers and wonders of the Adris Mountains. In recorded Meranthian history, no human had discovered the range’s southern end. By land and sea, countless expeditions had tried, none had achieved measurable success.

A horrible thought struck Ronan, and his stomach sank. Finding Rika among an endless sea of mountain peaks seemed hopeless. How many dragons occupied the Adris Range? He believed the dragons had carried Rika to this peak’s summit, but he couldn’t guarantee it. If she lived, nestled beyond this dragon wall, whisking her to a different peak seemed a logical step. The dragons could hide her forever, flying her all over the Adris Mountains. Without Rika’s help, he might live out his days forever roaming Dragon’s Peak with no way down.

As if sensing his despair, the bear cub peeked her head out long enough to give Ronan’s cheek a long wet lick.

Ronan cocked his head and glanced over his shoulder.

The bear cub tilted her head in return matching his gaze and blinked.

“Thanks. I needed that. Let’s go get Rika okay?” The bear cub’s head disappeared sliding deeper inside the pack before Ronan adjusted the bag’s flap. He turned to face the dragon wall and smiled. 

Gouts of white steam sprang from a two-foot crack running the wall’s length.

“I think we just found the back door girl.” Ronan channeled magic into his shield and strode toward the crevice. He peered inside, but even with heightened vision, he couldn’t see past the wall of steam. He took a step backward, felt for his blade strapped across his shoulder, and placed his leg into the opening.

Hot steam plowed into Ronan’s spirit shield before splitting and flowing around him like a diverted river.

Ronan inched forward feeling his way through the steam like a blind man. After he’d made three feet of forward progress, the first inklings of panic stopped him in place. What if he stepped into a thousand-foot hole? He might spring any manner of trap lurking around him. He snaked his arm over his head and found his blade’s grip just over his right shoulder. He slipped his blade free and channeled energy through its core until it glowed bright-red. With a slight flick of his wrist, Ronan lowered his blade until it hovered near his leather boots. 

Plumes of white steam gushed around the sword and spirit shield. But, Ronan’s blade added light enough to reveal solid black rock under his feet.

Ronan squeezed ahead moving another five-feet through the narrowing crack. He stopped when the stone wall pressed against his chest and back. He caught his breath and channeled more enhancement magic into his vision squinting through the steam.

A few feet ahead, faint light penetrated the steam revealing an end to the dragon wall.

In such tight confines, Ronan’s spirit shield couldn’t find open space enough to form a proper barrier. His shield ended where his body smashed into the rock leaving him wedged like a cork in a wine bottle.

Slabs of heavy black rock pressed against his chest smashing his lungs as Ronan surged ahead. His breathing came in short, hard, labored pulls, and he pushed away rising panic. Trickles of blood oozed down his back where the sharp rock scraped against his back. 

Ronan’s adrenaline spiked, and hot panic washed over his mind. If he channeled greater strength to push his body through the crevice, he might forever wedge himself in place. Even now, moving backward presented a major challenge.

The pack on his shoulder shuddered, and the bear cub stuck her head out resting her snout on Ronan’s shoulder.

Despite his shortness of breath, Ronan smiled. “At least one of us will make it out alive.” His words came out labored, and he pulled in short breaths of already thin mountain air. 

Lines of sweat streaked Ronan’s neck. The bear cub raised her head long enough to lick away the moisture before returning her chin to Ronan’s shoulder.

Ronan closed his eyes and drew in a calming breath. He pulled back the enhancement magic flowing through his flesh. Too much magic would stiffen his muscles, skin, and bones. He needed the opposite and the magic would only serve to increase the chance of wedging his body in the rock. A painful idea rattled through his thoughts. He shot a quick glance over his shoulder. “You’ll want to hide in the pack for this next part.”

The bear gave him a sideways glance and withdrew, sinking into the leather pack.

Ronan pushed the air from his lungs, and dropped his shield.

Searing white-hot steam slammed into Ronan’s face, hands, and chest soaking him in moisture.

Ronan let loose an ear-piercing yell as steam roared over his flesh like a thousand red-hot pokers. Blackness crept into his field of vision while consciousness threatened to slip away. He held his breath and channeled pure spirit, pouring added strength into his legs, arms, and shoulders. He pushed forward and felt his flesh rip beneath his shredded tunic. But, the steam’s moisture coated his flesh letting him slide through like a greased pig.

Ronan reached ahead groping for the wall’s edge through a mask of red pain. His fingertips brushed the sharp edges of hot slippery rock, and he pulled using all his strength.

A horrific ripping sound and the sharp crack of breaking bone rose over Ronan’s screams. His body broke free and he plunged ahead into open-air and freedom.

He landed with a soft thud face first on hot arid sand as waves of mind-numbing pain rolled over his body.

Dozens of blisters covered his hands and face, and his side throbbed where his ribs had snapped. Blackness swept through his mind while his body began shutting down. Ronan's thoughts grew scattered and dream-like.

The pack over Ronan’s shoulder slipped away, and the bear cub leaped ahead. She spun and crouched low growling at Ronan as if awaiting a response, but he didn’t stir. The cub scuttled ahead and grabbed his shoulder pack in her teeth and pulled, but she couldn’t budge his motionless body.

Ronan felt a distant tugging, and his mind screamed at him to wake. Using his last shreds of consciousness, he touched his white magic. He channeled, and a river of cool relief flowed through his body knitting his muscles, bones, and flesh. With a slight grunt, he pushed onto his hands and knees before opening his eyes.

The bear cub bounded around Ronan as he paused on hands and knees. She nuzzled her snout beneath his chin and licked his cheeks and neck.

Ronan found his blade, lying a foot away, and sheathed it before standing. He took a quick glance at his surroundings, and his stomach sank with a sickening nausea.

Ronan stood inside a roughly circular sandy arena. Rough black walls circled the interior and glistened as steam poured over its surface.

He glanced at the bear cub who perched by his side leaning against his leg. “If I never see another grain of sand, it’ll be too soon.” Ronan turned in a slow circle taking in his surroundings.

Curls of steam rose from the sand beneath Ronan’s feet. The mist stretched like a thin white blanket across the summit’s quarter-mile expanse. Around him, nothing stirred, and by all appearances, Dragon’s Peak stood empty.

Ronan knelt and scooped up a handful of glittering white sand. He stood and opened his palm letting hot dry sand grains slip through his fingers leaving a dry billowing dust cloud in its wake. He crossed the sand’s surface until he stood near the summit’s center and waited. Ronan had never seen an active volcano, but from what he’d read, Dragon’s Peak carried all the signs.

The bear cub stood ten-feet away with her fur raised growling at a half-buried object in the sand. Sunlight sparkled from the object’s gleaming surface.

Ronan crossed the arena and knelt studying the strangest rock he’d ever seen.

Blue, white, and yellow crystals coated the odd rock’s visible surface. It glittered like priceless jewelry under the bright sunlight.

Ronan moved his hand to extract the rock and froze. Beads of sweat dribbled down his neck and rolled beneath his collar and down his back.

His pulse raced as a sickening realization struck him. He jerked his hand from the dragon’s egg and sprang to his feet.

A bellowing roar echoed from the nest’s interior walls and carried across nearby peaks and canyons. Gusts of wind accompanied the chilling sound of heavy wings beating less than twenty yards away. Sand and dust swirled stinging Ronan's eyes and face. 

Ronan stiffened, and his flesh crawled. Raw fear flashed behind his eyes, and he reached for Elan’s lifesaving magic. He channeled an ocean of power and placed shields around him and the bear cub strong enough to withstand a hundred-foot fall. He yanked the sheba blade free of its sheath and commanded power through its core.

The ground beneath Ronan’s feet rumbled as a golden-scaled dragon settled onto the white sand. Its jaw opened exposing a half-dozen rows of razor-sharp serrated teeth. The beast lumbered forward and stretched out its neck. It loosed a hair-raising roar that sent a fresh wave of sand and dirt flying into Ronan’s shield.

Ronan’s hands trembled, and he struggled to hold his blade steady. Never had he faced a being more powerful, and he knew the dragon controlled shield magic. He took two steps backward and channeled a horde of blue spirit energy into his palm. 

The bear cub scrambled forward and reared up facing a golden giant three-hundred times her size. She squealed a high-pitched growl as the shaggy hair on her back stood on end.

Behind Ronan, the white sand shook a second time, but with greater depth and power.

Ronan spun extending his palm toward a gleaming red dragon somehow larger than the first. His jaw dropped open, and he stood frozen in terror.

The red giant lumbered forward glaring at Ronan through gleaming golden eyes and opened its jaws.

Ripool

 

A charging black stallion galloped along the stronghold’s outer wall. Devery Tyrell sat atop its saddle shouting commands to every warrior within earshot. Spirit shields sprang to life covering twenty soldiers nearest Bawold’s sealed gates. Tracers of blue energy followed in Devery’s wake coming from energy leaking from his open palms.

Tara stood inside Bawold’s tallest guard tower. Her gaze locked on the soul knight who could ruin decades of careful planning. She needed to secure Ripool and the bounty of rich souls inside its walls, and she needed to act fast. General Demos and his elite soldiers would play an intricate role in securing Meranthia. They couldn’t sit in the ice-locked sea any longer without sinking.

Devery’s stallion skittered to a halt before an ashen faced Captain Redford. Steam curled from the stout captain’s slackened jaw. He stared motionless at the stronghold’s closed gates.

Devery glared down at the captain and shouted harsh inaudible words. He pointed toward the navy ships preparing to set sail at the shipyard docks. Captain Redford ignored Devery and the dozens of soldiers scrambling for cover. 

Tara moved to the tower’s opposite side and surveyed the battle for control inside Bawold’s fortress.

A half-dozen dark soldiers descended on two over-matched guards near the southeastern tower. Auras of dark mist radiated from her pets and enveloped the guards seeping into their noses and throats.

The first guard screamed his sword clattering to the cobblestones while the second collapsed to his knees and wept. The dark soldier’s black aura turned even the bravest soldiers into simpering cowards.

Tara felt nothing as her pets went about their business. She’d extended her hand in partnership to Elan’s centuries ago, and he’d rejected her outright. These people would suffer his foolishness.

A dark soldier’s blade flashed then slid into the guard’s chest skewering him like a ripe tomato. Tara’s pet twisted his blade before yanking it free of the guard’s body, and his precious soul fled his lifeless body.

Black mist clung to the guard’s soul, trapping it like a fly in a spider’s web.

Tara’s mind moved through the link connecting her to the dark soldier. A connection fueled by his soul under her control. She gazed through her pet’s eyes and watched the dead guard ooze blood onto the already red cobblestones. She plucked the guard’s soul from the dark soldier’s mist and consumed it adding his energy and soul thread to her reserves.

The dead guard stood and grabbed the sword he’d discarded moments earlier while still alive. Black mist blossomed from his skin’s pores and thickened twisting around his body in a vapor-like mist. With speed and ferocity unreachable during his life, the former guard flashed his blade downward. It sank into the second guard’s spine who cowered on the ground nearby.

A shriek of pain came an instant later, and the guard’s body sagged, his soul slipping free of his flesh.

Tara collected the untethered soul and added it to her growing power base. She ordered him to rise granting him a dark soldier’s power.

Around the courtyard, fighting raged, but its result no longer remained in doubt. Tara’s dark soldiers hacked and cleaved the living harvesting fresh souls in their wake.

As flickering gray light appeared in the dark soldier’s mist, Tara converted each soul to a dark soldier or a souleater.

Along Bawold's ramparts, dead archers, reborn as souleaters, rose and waited Tara’s command.

Already armed with longbows, Tara’s new pets could deal quick death from three-hundred yards. With a thought, she entered a souleater’s body who stood near the shield knight still arguing with Captain Redford.

“Order those boats to turn about captain, or I will,” Devery said.

Captain Redford’s face flashed red with fury. “You don’t have the authority, and I won’t order my warships to open fire on our own soldiers!”

“Our men are dead captain,” Devery gestured toward the ramparts. “Those abominations have replaced them!”

Captain Redford stiffened and tugged the bottom of his uniform jacket. “I refuse to believe we’re dealing with anything more than a few rogue villagers who played dead.”

“You’re an idiot.” Devery whirled his stallion about. He charged along a row of shielded soldiers crouched a hundred yards from Bawold’s gates. “I want any soldier equipped with a bow to arm themselves with fire shot.” He raised his hand glimmering with blue energy and pointed toward the ramparts. “Target those archers.”

Tara’s mind flashed with panic. Her power had grown, but fire would drop her pets where they stood. She held control of Bawold by the thinnest of margins. What if the soul knight ordered the stronghold burned?

An acne-faced marine no older than eighteen turned a nervous expression on the soul knight. “Sir, with all due respect, my friends are lining those walls. You expect me to kill them?” 

“They’re no longer your friend’s private,” Devery said. “Every man standing above those gates is dead. You’ll be doing them a favor.”

Tara ordered her souleaters manning the ramparts to open fire on the soldiers under the soul knight’s command.

Down the line, Tara’s archers pulled free arrows from their quivers. Each souleater flattened his hand and black ooze bubbled upward pooling in his palm. They smeared steel arrowheads through the sticky black acid and the metal tips sizzled and smoked in protest.

The archer nearest Tara raised his longbow, aimed, and loosed an arrow followed by every souleater down the line.

Arrows rained from the walls streaking trails of inky black smoke toward Devery Tyrell and his infernal shield. A half-dozen arrows sailed long while three others found their mark. The arrows lodged in Devery’s spirit shield, and dark acid chewed holes through its outer shell. Three gaping holes formed, and the wooden shafts burned away clattering to a stop near Devery’s feet.

The knight’s blue soul thread flared as he channeled Elan’s cursed magic repairing the damage.

Five more arrows struck the knight’s shield ripping open fist-sized holes. Black acrid smoke curled skyward.

The acne-faced private nearest the soul knight leaped in front of Devery. A souleater’s arrow struck the soldier’s spirit shield opening a wide hole. Three more arrows followed close behind. Each passed through the hole before slamming into the soldier’s chest, shoulder, stomach.

Black acid sizzled burning through his armor before finding his flesh beneath. The soldier screamed staring wide-eyed at a six-inch hole forming a gaping pit in his stomach.

Tara’s heart leaped with triumph. Not even a white soul knight’s magic could heal damage inflicted from three soul eaters. She ordered her pets to reload and fire.

“Fall back!” Devery motioned toward Ripool’s dock ordering a full retreat.

The next seven arrows fell short of the soul knight’s shield striking instead the cobbled path. Black acid ate holes through stone and mortar. Thick oily smoke curled from a dozen spots beneath the ramparts where death acid burned filling the air with inky black clouds.

The Meranthian soldiers scrambled to their feet while Devery kept his gaze trained on Tara’s archers. His palm flashed with blue energy, and the shields surrounding the retreating soldiers blazed. The soul knight’s black stallion spun, snorting and bucking until the last soldier fell back.

Two more acid laced arrows connected with the rear of the soul knight’s shield opening smoking six-inch holes.

Tara’s stomach heaved. She couldn’t let him escape. With a thought, she occupied the largest souleater’s body and took control of his actions. In a blur of motion, she pulled free a fresh arrow from the souleater’s quiver and smothered its tip in a coating of sizzling black acid. Tara readied her shot, drew the bowstring taut, and loosed the arrow.

A greasy smoke trail raced from Bawold’s walls and streaked toward Devery Tyrell. The souleater’s arrow found the hole in Devery’s shield, and with a sickening thud, the arrow struck home.

The soul knight jerked atop his mount. He screamed reaching for his left leg while the death acid ate through the chain mail protecting his calf. Devery's black stallion never wavered. The beast galloped ahead carrying Devery clear of the souleater’s bow range.

Tara’s head buzzed as she tracked the struggling knight toward the dock. Did the arrow cripple him? Left untreated the wound would kill him. She hadn’t noticed any soul knight’s bearing white magic. Had she won?

Captain Redford strode along the wharf shouting orders to the warships pulling free of the docks a dozen yards away. He boarded the squadron’s flagship docked off the pier’s end, and two sailors pulled the gangway clear behind him.

At the harbor entrance, Devery leaped from his saddle and crumbled to the ground writhing in agony. The souleater’s acid opened a wide hole dissolving flesh, muscle, and bone. Devery yanked the arrow from his calf and tossed it aside. A flash of concentrated blue spirit energy rode his fingertips, and he reached for his leg.

Tara’s brow furrowed and she stared at the floundering soul knight. He couldn’t remove the souleater’s acid. Nothing could. What did he hope to do?

Blue light flashed, and Devery’s fingertips hovered over the smoking wound in his calf. As his hand moved away, a knot of blue spirit energy glowed in the hole while trails of gray smoke curled from the wound’s edges.

Tara’s mouth hung open stunned at the knight’s feat. He’d crafted a bandage using his spirit magic, but how?

A fresh shield appeared around the soul knight and he stood favoring his good leg and limped toward the harbor waving his arms.

Three marines near the soul knight offered him aid, and a young naval officer saluted his approach.

Devery gestured toward the warships slipping further into the harbor. He turned and pointed toward Tara standing atop Bawold’s central seaside tower.

The naval officer nodded pointing at Bawold before offering Devery a hurried salute. He sprinted along the harbor’s pier shouting orders at the three warships still within earshot.

Tara’s stomach twisted as she tracked the young officer’s movements. With Ripool in her grasp, she needed to save General Demos and the Damocles. If the Meranthians destroyed the Damocles, she’d couldn’t escape Ripool by sea.

Three of the four warships reversed course and spun turning their starboard sides toward Bawold. Sailors scrambled aboard their decks aimed heavy iron catapults toward the stronghold’s towering walls. 

Tara ordered two dozen dark soldiers into Bawold’s towers spreading them among the ballista.

Dark soldiers scrambled across the courtyard toward doors leading to Bawold’s three seaside towers.

Tara ordered the souleaters to turn their longbows on the living still fighting inside the courtyard.

In Ripool’s harbor, smoke curled from a sailor’s torch aboard a Meranthian warship. He scuttled across the ship's deck and laid the torch against a black sticky resin ball resting in the catapult’s bucket. It ignited sending orange flames and greasy black smoke skyward.

A hive of sailors scrambled aboard the warships’ decks. They repositioned heavy catapults aiming them toward Bawold Stronghold. All nine catapults carried loads of burning pitch.

Inside the courtyard, Tara’s pets slaughtered soldiers rushing from the barracks and armory.

Many souls still lived inside the stronghold’s bowels, but Tara would have them all given time. Hundreds of souls, maybe a thousand, would create a formidable army.

Tara’s gaze flickered toward the fourth ship racing toward the harbor’s exit. Blood rushed to her head, and she fought rising panic. The fat captain meant to attack the Damocles.

She shifted her gaze to the catapults lining the warship’s decks.

The soul knight appeared ready to take every life inside the stronghold including its women and children. Tara ordered dark soldiers to aim and fire ballista on the Meranthian flagship. She ordered the remaining ballista to open fire on the three warships moored in the harbor.

The nearest Meranthian warship released a salvo of burning pitch skyward. A smoldering ball of orange and red flame smeared a greasy arc of black smoke across the gray morning sky. It rose high above Ripool’s shipyard and dock set on a collision course for Bawold.

One by one, eight more catapults’ launched fresh payloads of burning tar toward the stronghold.

The first flaming ball appeared above the stronghold’s outer walls and Tara's skin crawled.

The bitter stench of burning tar curdled her nostrils and Tara braced for impact. 

Bawold’s heavy ballista fired on the Meranthian warships. With inhuman speed and quickness, Tara’s dark soldiers reloaded each ballista.

A sickening whistling sliced the air over Bawold’s courtyard. Burning tar exploded against the courtyard’s cobblestones. Sticky burning chunks of tar sprayed in every direction igniting the mess hall and barracks. Hot resin ripped through the Porthleven villagers standing near the stronghold’s rear wall. Their clothing and flesh erupted in flame yet they continued to fight.

Burning tar splattered the backs of two dark soldiers and a souleater lighting them up like dry kindling in a wildfire. Glowing pitch spread like hot wax melting away dead muscle and sinew.

A second tar ball whistled overhead and exploded against a nearby barracks rooftop. Hot tar pocked the wooden shingles igniting flames over a thirty foot area.

Three more balls of burning pitch slammed against the outer wall. Hot death splattered in a wide arc torching the archers lining the ramparts.

Tara ordered her minions to grab any container that might hold water and begin dousing the spreading flames.

Dark soldiers fired a dozen ballista flinging iron shot across Ripool’s harbor.

Burning pitch hammered the central tower just beneath Tara. A fountain of red-hot resin poured over the parapet’s lip igniting the ballista and dark soldiers manning them.

Tara screamed leaping backward. She covered her face as globules of tar screeched overhead igniting the tower’s wooden roof.

Flames engulfed the ballista and consumed the dark soldiers tending them. Their flesh and muscle melted while they stood motionless awaiting Tara’s next command.

Tara scrambled toward the ladder descending from the burning tower. She ripped open the trapdoor and scrambled downward taking the ladder two rungs at a time.

Hot tar skittered over the tower’s wooden floor, and a shower of sparks followed Tara down the ladder. A smoldering ember caught and tangled in Tara’s long auburn hair as she continued scrambling downward.

The stench of burning hair sent a rush of panic through Tara’s mind as her feet touched the tower’s second floor. She twisted in circles swatting at the flame spreading through her hair.

The ember faded to a smoking black chunk as it flew from Tara’s hair leaving behind a singed patch of black ends.

Tara flung open the tower door and ran across the ramparts above Bawold’s outer gates. Before her, dark soldiers moved in a blur of motion reloading three ballista spaced ten-feet apart.

Two glowing red orbs streaked across the wall and exploding against the ballista six-feet in front of Tara.

Tara leaped backward and ducked inside the tower cowering behind its thick stone wall. A few seconds later silence fell, and she stumbled through the door and gasped.

Three ballista lay in smoldering ruins. Nothing stirred along the empty thirty foot wall.

In the courtyard, liquefied pools of greasy tar burned unhindered. Souleaters and dark soldiers fought the spreading flames. They carried water from the stronghold’s well in a useless effort to contain the disaster.

Tara’s mind went numb as she stumbled across Bawold’s walls. The stronghold stood in ruins, and her pet’s mangled bodies lay in ashen heaps. How many pets had she lost? She dropped to her knees and glanced toward the harbor.

Blue spirit flashed from Devery Tyrell where he stood near the docks. But his face had turned from Bawold, and he, instead, gazed across the harbor.

Tara’s heart soared with triumph as she followed the knight’s gaze.

All three Meranthian warships stood in flames as they sunk beneath Ripool’s harbor. Gaping holes poured smoke from the ships’ hulls. The pitch aboard their decks had overturned igniting the ships in orange flame. Sailors leaped from the burning ships into the harbor’s frozen waters.

Near the harbor’s mouth, the Meranthian flagship sailed onward untouched by the ballista attack.

Tara gasped, pulled herself up, and leaned against the blackened parapet. Her dark soldiers’ ballista attacks had fallen short.

Aboard the flagship's deck, sailors turned ballista away from Bawold’s crippled defenses. They aimed their weapons further out across the harbor. Their weapons fired, sending streaks of orange flame racing across the harbor.

A sickening nausea twisted Tara’s gut, and she locked her gaze on the Damocles’s smoldering carcass. Against Tara’s orders, General Demos had brought the ship into Ripool’s harbor. He’d come to save her. Hot tears streaked Tara’s cheeks as she watched powerless to intervene.

Aboard the sinking Damocles, Baerinese sailors retaliated. They fired a blistering salvo of fire shot from their own ballista. The attack landed a scoring hit on the Meranthian flagship's broadside.

The decks aboard Captain Redford’s ship erupted in flame. Both ships burned unfettered sinking into Ripool’s half-frozen harbor.

Tara watched horror-struck unable to turn her gaze away as the battle’s final move played out.

Overhead, a great bird of prey streaked past before landing beside Devery. The bird shape-shifted into a human before exchanging a few quiet words with the soul knight.

Devery spoke with a young naval officer near the shipyard. He gestured toward Ripool’s city gates that led through the mountains deeper into Meranthia.

The officer gathered the small handful of Bawold’s survivors and formed ranks. The soldiers marched along Ripool's empty streets. They passed Bawold's burning husk, and left the city through the open gate.

Tara remained hidden too sickened to oppose the soul knight’s retreat. She still controlled many dark soldiers and souleaters, but she needed time to think and regroup. She didn’t know how to capture Meranthia without General Demos.

As the Damocles sank, Lora’s child shape-shifted into a pitch-black bird of prey. The soul knight limped toward the bird with agony etched on his face. He climbed atop the bird, flicked his wrist, and surrounded them both with a shimmering blue sphere. The bird lifted off, leaving Ripool empty and alone.

Tara collapsed and leaned against the stone wall. She buried her face in her hands and wept while the blue knight’s shield faded into the gray morning sky.

A Grim Discovery

 

Danielle ducked beneath a thick root hiding amid the hallway’s murky shadows. A few minutes earlier, she’d almost fallen down a shadow-strewn stairway. She’d never considered herself graceful, but something felt off.

In the past two days, the natural glow illuminating the heartwood’s root system had dimmed. Dark shadows tripped over winding stairs and sloping tunnels.

Danielle loosened the straps on her leather pack, flipped open its soft cover, and peered inside. She pushed aside a dark wool blanket and gazed on Lora’s Sphere. They'd almost made it to Elan's Gap. In a couple of more hours and they would enter Meranthia.

Green and red light flickered against the root walls chasing away the shadows.

Danielle pulled the blanket over Lora’s Sphere. She tied closed the leather pack’s cover leaving the group shrouded in a veil of shadows.

“Why do you insist on looking at that ball every ten minutes?” Keely said. “We’ll get it to Elan’s Gap in one piece. Stop worrying so much.”

“It’s not that Keely. It’s the heartwood trees that have me worried,” Danielle said.

“What’s wrong with the trees Your Highness?” Jeremy said. “This section of the forest hasn’t yet come under attack.”

Danielle nodded. “That’s what’s bothering me. And please Jeremy, just call me Danielle. I think you’ve earned the right. We’re friends aren’t we?”

Jeremy blushed dropping his gaze. “Of course. It’s just…well…you’re a royal princess, and I’m just a knight.”

“When we’re alone, just pretend I’m Ayralen the same as Keely. Okay?”

Keely barked out a short laugh. “I don’t think Jeremy’s ever looked at you like just another Ayralen Danielle.” A lopsided grin twisted her lips.

Jeremy’s cheeks turned a deeper shade of crimson, and his eyes widened. “If I’ve ever implied anything inappropriate —”

“Relax.” Keely said cutting him off. “It’s just an observation. But, I’d have to be blind not to see the way you look at her, and I’d wager a fair bit of gold on it too.”

Heat spread through Danielle’s cheeks and sweat formed on her palms. She’d never considered Jeremy a romantic interest, but she couldn’t deny his good looks. A twinge of guilt pricked her conscience as her thoughts drifted to Brees.

“Danielle…I mean…Your Highness, I —”

Danielle raised her hand cutting him off. “You don’t owe me any explanation Jeremy.” She glared at Keely. “Keely has a way of saying whatever pops into that tiny little head of hers no matter the consequences.”

Keely’s grinned turned mischievous. “I figured someone should have guts enough to break the ice between you two.”

Jeremy’s jaw slackened, and he stared at Danielle through cool blue eyes. He rubbed the two-day growth of blond stubble spreading across his chin and sighed.

“Are you going to stand there and deny it?” Keely said.

Danielle’s pulse raced as Keely’s question caught her off-guard. Her eyes flickered toward Jeremy, and she kept silent wondering what he’d say.

Silence hung heavy in the old heartwood’s shadowy root system while Jeremy stood wearing a numb expression. “I —”

A tiny warm hand grabbed Danielle’s fingers and tugged.

Danielle jumped. She’d forgotten Ferris. She knelt before the boy and calmed her pounding heart. “What’s wrong Ferris?”

“What’s wrong with the trees?”

Jeremy cleared his throat seizing on the boy’s words. “Yes, I wondered the same thing.”

Keely gave Jeremy a sideways stare and mumbled. “Chicken.”

Danielle pretended not to notice Keely’s insult. “I’m sure this tree, like the others we’ve traveled through, is under stress from the attacks. It’s no different than a human expressing worry just as I feel for my father and —” She cut off her words before she added Brees’s name.

Keely folded her arms and raised an eyebrow while a slight knowing smile showed on her face. “And who Danielle?”

Danielle scowled and anger flashed behind her eyes. “And the citizens fleeing for Meranthia,” she said through a clenched jaw.

Ferris bit his lower lip and frowned. “Is the tree going to die Miss Danielle? Please say it won’t die.”

“No sweetheart. It won’t die.” She embraced the boy. “We’ll stop the bad men and the dragons then the trees will be just fine. You’ll see.”

“Is there any way to know for sure?” Jeremy said.

Danielle stood and faced the shield knight. “I know how these trees react. I can feel their stress.”

“So you’re just guessing?” Keely said.

Danielle sighed. “No. I’m not just guessing. I can prove it.” She moved to the wall and flattened her palm against its smooth surface. She closed her eyes and channeled nature magic reaching for the tree’s consciousness.

The heartwood tree remained still and silent ignoring her call.

Danielle’s chest tightened. Maybe the tree didn’t appreciate her prodding, but her worry deepened. She channeled a deep flow of magic and bright green light spread beneath her palm extending far into the tree’s root system.

The floor rumbled, and the tree groaned low and deep.

Danielle gasped and felt the blood drain from her face. She yanked her hand from the root wall, and her legs buckled.

Jeremy slipped his hand around Danielle’s waist as she swayed.

Danielle wrapped her arm around his shoulder trying to steady herself, but her head spun. Her breaths came in short ragged pulls, and she leaned into Jeremy’s body for support.

“Something’s wrong with the tree. Isn’t it?” Panic touched Ferris’s words, and his eyes welled with tears. “I knew it was sick. I could feel it Miss Danielle.”

Keely scooped Ferris into her arms, and he buried his head in her shoulder, his tiny body quaking with sobs. She walked off with Ferris speaking quiet words of comfort.

Danielle spoke in a low whisper. “The tree’s dying Jeremy. It’s hanging on by a thread.” She steadied herself and stood straight.

“Maybe the tree’s under attack,” Jeremy said.

Danielle shook her head. “No. It wasn’t pleading for help. The tree is sick.”

“How could that be?”

“I don’t know. I can’t explain it. To see a healthy heartwood tree turn sick so quickly is rare, but it’s not just this tree. Every tree we’ve passed has grown worse the further we travel from the first tree. It’s almost as if…” As Danielle spoke the words, a sickening realization pounded in her head like a bass drum. Somehow the first tree kept the others alive. As the first tree struggled for life, so did the heartwood trees it spawned. Her legs buckled again.

Jeremy’s hand tightened around her waist. “I’ve got you Danielle. Stay calm and explain what’s happening.”

“I’ve got to go back Jeremy. I never should’ve left.” On trembling legs, Danielle turned toward the first tree. She wobbled ahead moving toward the forest’s heart.

“Hey!” Keely stormed ahead cutting off Danielle’s retreat and glared. “Where do you think you’re going?”

“I’ve got to go back and save the first tree. It’s the only way.” Danielle mumbled through a hazy fog of shock.

Jeremy jogged ahead before stopping beside Keely. “What’s the only way? We can’t help, if you don’t explain what’s happening.”

Danielle took a deep breath and collected her thoughts. “I think the heartwood trees are linked.”

“Linked how?” Keely said.

“Linked to the tree that gave them life,” Danielle said. “It’s the only explanation that makes any sense.”

“It might make perfect sense to you, but it’s a little fuzzy to me,” Keely said.

Jeremy gripped Danielle’s shoulders and held her gaze for several moments. “Why do you need to reach the first tree? I’m sure many heartwood trees have spawned saplings over the centuries.”

Danielle’s lower lip quivered and tears welled in her eyes. She shook her head. “The wardens have carefully governed the planting of new heartwood trees over the years. The council takes saplings only from the first tree whenever they plant a new heartwood. Lora created the first tree, and wardens consider it perfect in every way.”

The color drained from Jeremy’s face. “You mean the existence of the entire forest might depend on the first tree’s survival?”

“Of all the stupid decisions!” Keely glared at Danielle but lowered her voice as Ferris flinched. “Haven’t we learned the hard way, this past year especially, that diversity allows us all to thrive? Why would the trees be any different?”

Danielle’s shoulders sagged as she hung her head. She couldn’t bring herself to look at them. “It’s been that way for so long nobody ever questioned the ancient warden’s wisdom. We assumed they knew best.”

Jeremy placed himself between Danielle and Keely. “It’s easy to second-guess their actions now. But you can’t hold Danielle responsible for that decision.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Danielle said pushing past Jeremy. “I can’t let the first tree die. There’s no sense arguing.”

“You’re not going anywhere.” Keely grabbed Danielle’s shoulder holding her in place. “I don’t know much about that glowing ball strapped to your back, but I know you’re linked to it in some strange way. And that means everybody’s life could depend on yours. Everyone Danielle.” Keely’s voice trembled as she paused letting her words sink in. She raised her free hand and pointed at Danielle’s chest. “You don’t have the right to sacrifice your life.”

Danielle face prickled as if slapped, and she stared aghast at Keely. She started to argue then stopped. She understood the truth, no matter how ugly. “What if I’m the only person that can save the forest? What then Keely?” Her words came out soft and low, free of vitriol as tears streaked her face.

“What if you’re not?” Keely said with compassion lacing her voice. “We’re less than a mile from Elan’s Gap Danielle. We’re almost there.”

Danielle nodded. She’d find Ronan. Maybe he’d have some idea, but she didn’t think her father could hold on much longer. She wiped the tears from her face and stood tall. Self-pity wouldn’t help anyone, and her father had trusted her to carry Lora’s Sphere to safety. “Okay, but let’s hurry.”

A few minutes later, they climbed a dark narrow staircase leading to the surface. The heartwood tree stood less than a half-mile from Elan’s Gap marking the last great tree near the forest’s edge.

Danielle emerged from the tree and glanced upward.

The heartwood’s branches clattered in the stiff breeze bare and naked of their giant green and red leaves. Near its base, half-rotted fruit lay amid piles of shriveled dead leaves and broken black branches.

Danielle faced the forest and stifled a gasp.

An unbroken chain of dying heartwood trees stretched toward the first tree like a parade of wounded soldiers.

“I can see the Gap ahead,” Jeremy said. “We’re almost there.”

Danielle dropped her head and followed Jeremy and Keely.

They pushed through dry, waist-deep grass and high uneven shrubs. The group emerged among throngs of Ayralen refugees pushing toward Elan's Gap.

Danielle raised her hood covering her face and hair. She didn’t want to draw the crowd’s attention. Finding Danielle Deveaux fleeing the forest would only serve to weaken Ayralen resolve.

Jeremy nodded toward a battle knight standing beside a makeshift highway.

The knight’s nervous gaze shifted between the refugees and the gray clouds hanging over the forest. A quiver filled with arrows hung from the knight’s shoulder while he held an Ayralen longbow loose in his right hand. He caught Jeremy’s eye and returned his nod with a slight bow before resuming his watch.

Danielle lifted Ferris holding him tight so not to lose him in the throng of refugees.

Three-hundred yards ahead, iron gates, built to keep Ayralens out of Meranthia, stood wide open. Refugees flooded through Elan’s Gap into Meranthia beyond. A dozen knights stood atop high stone walls carved into the mountainside a hundred and twenty feet over the forest floor.

Ferris sat upright in Danielle’s arms craning to catch a glimpse of the battle knights standing on the high walls.

Blue spirit shields surrounded every battle knight, each equipped with a longbow and a full quiver of arrows. Their telltale shard blades hung still while the knights scanned the low-hanging clouds.

The knight’s numbers had dwindled to dangerously low levels since Ronan took the throne last summer. He hadn’t found a way to infuse Elan’s magic into new recruits. Only those who had already held shards could hold the magic. Ronan had relied on those knights who’d served under Queen Arianne to step forward. But, Merric Pride had murdered many men and women who served under Patron Tyrell’s command, and few remained.

Visions of dragons and sorcerers rampaging Freehold raised a chill along Danielle’s spine.

High above the dying forest, a distant roar echoed from the mountainside. Sharp gasps rose from the clustered refugees. Necks craned skyward as the crowd froze nervously scanning the sky.

Along Elan’s Gap’s high walls, blue shields sprang to life around the dozen knights manning the lower gates. Battle knights pulled arrows from quivers and readied bows bracing for attack.

Two dark masses appeared in the sky descending likes thieves from thick gray cloud cover. With pinned back wings, twin dragons sliced the air setting a collision course for the Ayralen refugees.

Among the stunned refugees, a piercing scream cut the air. Ayralens scattered like sand in the wind pushing and shoving past those in their way. Refugees nearest the gates ran ahead pressing into their fleeing countrymen.

A tall broad shouldered man led two children past Danielle pushing her aside almost knocking her over.

Danielle’s head buzzed as she staggered backward clutching Ferris to her chest.

Keely pressed in behind her hooking her arm around Danielle’s waist keeping her upright.

On Danielle’s right side, blue light flashed in Jeremy’s palm, and she snapped her head toward him. “Jeremy, no shields! What if these people run into them?”

Jeremy shot a glance skyward and nodded. “We need to find a place to hide.”

“Come on!” Keely tugged Danielle’s arm pulling her sideways into the tall grass and shrubs.

A jade dragon swooped over the scattering horde unleashing lightning from its open mouth. A second dragon, the shade of an autumn pumpkin, flew in low spraying a wide arc of fire six-feet above the fleeing masses.

Danielle’s heart raced while her feet flew forward. She stomped through waist-high grass and slipped past tall shrubs following just behind Keely.

Fifty yards away, hundreds of screams merged into a mass jumble of terror. Atop the walls at Elan’s Gap, battle knights fired volleys of arrows that raced toward the swooping dragons.

The knights’ opening shots fell short, and the dragons climbed over the Heartwood.

Danielle ran haphazard through the tall grass cradling Ferris’s head and body. She embraced her warden's magic and the grass parted as she raced forward toward the nearest heartwood tree. Despite its crippled health, she would find safety inside its trunk.

As Danielle ran ahead, tall grass swirled and moved as if turned aside by an invisible hand.

A tall thorny shrub moved and grass parted. A blond haired child stepped through wearing the garments marking him as an Obsith sorcerer. Silver bands circled tightly braided strands of hair, each clipped with strange crystal ornaments. Exotic tattoos marked his cheekbones and eyelids, and his lips curled into a thin smirk. The sorcerer raised his index finger pointing it toward Danielle. An oversized silver ring circling his index finger glowed red. His lips moved chanting strange unintelligible words.

Danielle screamed drawing on a well of nature magic. She commanded the grass near the sorcerer’s legs upward wrapping his legs in a vise-grip.

Grass moved near the sorcerer’s ripping his index finger away. It wrapped his body in long dried grass leaving him bundled him in a tight cocoon. She hugged Ferris close, and he burrowed his face into Danielle’s shoulder clutching her blouse in his balled up fists.

Three more blond heads bobbed above the swaying grass.

Danielle twisted the grass beneath their feet pulling them to the ground before wrapping them tight.

Behind Danielle, the chilling giggles of a prepubescent child set her flesh crawling. She whirled and gasped as Aren Broderick, Brees’s older brother, stood three-feet away.

The stench of burned ozone clung to the cool air at the forest’s edge. Around Danielle the air warped and shimmered. A dozen columns of sizzling blue lights flashed forming bars of pure electricity.

Danielle placed Ferris on the ground and reached for her belt pouch.

“Take care with your next move Danielle,” a familiar voice said. “Don’t give them a reason to hurt you.” Arber Stroman, traitor to Ayralen, stood from where he’d crouched in the tall grass. He stepped forward and stopped outside Danielle’s electric prison.

Moira’s Story

 

The dragon’s golden scales gleamed beneath the rising sun as she crept forward and hovered over her egg. She craned her neck forward and roared. Energy ripples cascaded over Ronan’s spirit shield.

The short hair on Ronan’s neck rose while his body stiffened. A steady river of sweat ran along his chest and between his shoulder blades. He stepped backward wiping rivulets of perspiration from his forehead. In his right hand, he warned off the advancing dragon with his sheba blade while he held enough energy to level a small village in his left.

A high-pitched growl came from the white mound of shaggy fur behind Ronan as the bear cub did her best to invoke a threatening posture.

Ronan shot a quick glance over his shoulder praying he’d find his bear friend still in one piece.

The red dragon tipped his head upward, and his nostrils flared while he sniffed the air. He settled his hindquarters atop the sand and curled his thirty foot tail around his forelimbs and stared blankly at the bear cub.

By Ronan’s estimation, the red dragon appeared content watching the confrontation unfold. But, he harbored no doubt the beast wouldn’t hesitate to intervene if any harm came to his mate.

The gold dragon lumbered another step forward. But her mouth closed, and she glared down her long snout at Ronan appearing more angry than hostile. 

Ronan’s shoulders eased, and he lowered his arm holding the stored spirit energy.

“Tiamat! Abzu! That will be enough!” A creaky voice radiating authority spoke from somewhere behind Ronan.

The red dragon’s tail flickered, and he glanced downward wearing an almost bored expression.

The gold dragon’s ears perked, and her head jerked toward the voice before she lowered her neck in a gesture of obedience. 

Despite the warmth, a sharp chill danced along Ronan’s spine. A wide grin split his face, and he whirled tracking the voice’s source.

Seated atop a giant silver snow eagle, Moira glared between the two dragons. “You’re scaring the boy half to death. You both know better than to treat one of my guests with such ill manners.”

The gold dragon lowered her body until her hindquarters and belly rested atop the sand. She curled her tail around her body mimicking the red dragon’s indifferent manner.

Ronan’s gaze locked on the eagle and her distinct gray eyes. But, he didn’t need to see her eyes to feel her presence. His heart surged with pure unfettered joy as he sheathed his blade and released his magic. “Rika!” He sprinted ahead while relief filled his body.

Sensing the easing tension, the bear cub’s fur returned to its normal shaggy rag-top appearance. She hopped along the hot sand behind Ronan struggling to keep pace.

Moira slid from Rika’s back as Ronan stopped beside them. He eased Moira from the saddle taking care to ensure the old woman had her two feet planted firmly on the sand.

Rika shifted into human form and teardrops welled in her eyes. A smile of relief spread across her face, and she leaped into Ronan’s open arms wrapping him in a tight embrace.

Ronan lifted Rika off her feet and spun her in circles smothering her cheeks and lips with kisses.

 “Thank God you’re okay,” Rika said. “You had me scared to death.” Rika ran her fingers through Ronan’s hair and cupped his cheeks in her hands.

Ronan chuckled and shook his head. “I had you scared?” His tone echoed the confusion running through his thoughts. “The last time I saw you, a dragon held you two-thousand feet over the ground in its razor-sharp talons. I came to rescue you.”

A warm smile spread across Rika’s face, and she stood on her tiptoes before planting a tender kiss on Ronan’s lips. “I know you did. It was very sweet of you, and it makes me love you all the more.” Her eyes searched his face, and she brushed away a dried patch of sand from his forehead. “But I’ve spent the last week scouring the mountains looking for you.”

“She’s a brave young woman Ronan. She rescued me from the mountain last night after the ice cave collapsed,” Moira said. “I can see why you traveled so far to get her back.”

“After the ice cave collapsed….” Rika’s voice trembled as she choked on the words, and a teardrop rolled down her cheek. She wiped her eyes and shook her head, but her gaze never wavered from Ronan’s. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

Ronan leaned down and kissed each of Rika’s tear-stained cheeks. He pressed his forehead against hers and sighed letting a week of pent up anxiety drain away. “And that’s exactly how I felt the last time I saw you. What happened?”

Before Rika could answer, the bear cub waddled forward and settled in her usual position between Ronan’s legs. She stared upward at Rika tilting her shaggy head and blinked.

When her gaze settled on the bear cub, Rika jumped backward and squealed with delight. A wide smile flashed across her face, and she knelt before the tiny cub. “Ronan! Who’s this? Where did you find him? He’s absolutely adorable.”

Ronan’s brow furrowed. “Him? That’s a girl bear Rika. And be careful. She may be small, but she’s fierce.”

Rika giggled, plopped on the sand, and extended her arms toward the bear cub. “This little bear is no more a girl than I was a boy all those years ago.” She glanced upward slipping him a coy smile. “You seem to have a lot of trouble deciphering gender. Maybe you need a refresher course?” She raised a single eyebrow and offered a smile warm enough to melt ice.

Ronan’s pulse raced, and slow heat reddened his cheeks. “Yes.” He rubbed his chin and nodded feigning a serious expression. “I think a refresher course may be in order. Do you know a competent instructor that might administer the lesson?” He fought back a smile creeping across his face.

Rika grinned and shook her head. “Ronan Latimer, get your mind out of the gutter.” She reached for the bear cub as he peered at Rika from behind Ronan’s leather boot. “And this bear’s a sweetheart. He’s about as threatening as you after two pieces of my apple pie and a long nap.”

“Never underestimate a potential threat,” Ronan said. But, he couldn’t stop a smile from sliding across his face.

The bear cub bounded outward and leaped into Rika’s lap. He stood pressing his paws against her chest and licked her face.

Rika giggled as she scooped up the bear and kissed the top of his shaggy head.

Ronan folded his arms and tried to sound serious. “Get your own girl. That one’s taken.”

Moira grinned as she watched their exchange. She shuffled forward and hooked her arm around Ronan’s elbow. “Do you see that Ronan? That bear cub couldn’t be more than a few weeks old, and understanding Rika’s true intent came as naturally as breathing. Returning her affection feels equally as natural.”

Rika ran her hands through the bear’s soft shaggy white hair and scratched behind his ears.

“Yes, I noticed,” Ronan said. “She has the same effect on me.”

Moira laughed and swatted Ronan’s shoulder. “I’m trying to make a point.”

“I understand. It’s the same point you made with the bear cub’s mother in the cave. But Rika’s a guardian. She has a way with animals.”

“Rika dear, have you cast any magic on that little bear cub?”

Rika shook her head. “No ma’am. He’s so sweet I didn’t think I needed to.”

“Okay. I stand corrected,” Ronan said. “But, how do those lessons apply to me? I’ve never had to understand the true nature of anything, and I get along just fine.”

“Really?” Moira said. “You were ready to kill Tiamat and Abzu, and neither of them intended you any real harm.”

Ronan wagged his finger toward the gold dragon whose eyelids had drifted half-closed a dozen yards away. “Tiamat roared loud enough to trigger my spirit shield, and Abzu snuck up on me from behind.”

“She was protecting her unborn offspring. You broke into her home and appeared ready to abduct or kill her children. How do you think you’d react in that situation?”

“What’s Abzu’s excuse then?” Ronan said.

“I thought Abzu displayed great restraint considering the circumstances. I told you not to travel to this peak without me.”

The red dragon, Abzu, turned his head and flared his lips as if grinning.

Ronan’s stomach flip-flopped, and he stared wide-eyed at Abzu’s reaction. “Did that dragon understand you?”

“Of course he did,” Moira said.

“How —”

Moira raised her hand cutting off Ronan’s question. “We’re straying off topic. I’ll answer your questions, I promise. But, first I’d like to know how you managed to survive that cave-in.”

Ronan described meeting the mother ice bear, outrunning the cave-in, and his eventual escape.

Moira and Rika hung on every word and let Ronan continue uninterrupted.

By the story’s end, the bear cub had fallen fast asleep snoring softly in Rika’s lap while Moira stared at Ronan as if in quiet appraisal.

“What did you name him?” Rika said.

“Name who?” Ronan said.

Rika rolled her eyes. “The bear cub. Don’t you think he deserves a name after all you’ve been through?”

Of all the questions she might ask, Rika wanted to know the bear cub’s name? He could live a thousand years and never understand how a woman’s mind worked. “I’d never considered it.”

“This little guy has bonded with you Ronan.” Rika rubbed his tiny head, and he nestled deeper into her lap. “He’s your responsibility now. You have to give him a name.”

“My responsibility? I don’t know the first thing about ice bears. I’d planned on leaving him here on the mountain. This is his home.”

Rika’s jaw dropped open in horror. “You will not!”

“But Rika —”

Rika wagged her finger in his face and glared. “How could you even think of abandoning him? His mother died. If you leave him here alone he won’t survive, and I’ll never forgive you.”

Ronan let Rika finish her scolding before speaking. He knew better than to interrupt her when she got rolling. “Well, I don’t know his name. It hasn’t come to me yet. Why don’t you name him?”

“Me?” She shook her head. “He’s not bonded to me. This bear belongs to you, and naming him is your duty.”

“My duty is it?” He suppressed a smirk. That would only make her mad. “Well, I can’t offer a name until one comes to me.”

Rika nodded as if his answer satisfied her. “Okay, but you’re not leaving him here alone. Do we understand each other?”

Ronan decided giving in to her demands an easier route than arguing, and, besides, she made a good point. He couldn’t abandon the bear cub and leave him to his fate. He’d grown fond of the little guy. He nodded. “He comes with us.”

Rika smiled as if she’d won some great battle and nodded. “Good.”

“Now, can you please tell me what happened?” Ronan said. “Why didn’t these dragons eat you for lunch?”

Abzu lifted his head from the sand and glared at Ronan.

Ronan’s skin pricked as he stared slack-jawed at the dragon. He faced Moira. “The dragon can understand me too?” Ronan raised a pleading hand toward Abzu. “Sorry. I meant no offense, but the next time you want to drag my girlfriend to the top of a dangerous mountain peak, can you run it by me first?”

Abzu blinked offering no reaction before settling his massive jaw atop the steaming sand.

“They understood her nature Ronan,” Moira said. “As one of Lora’s children, Tiamat and Abzu thought Rika might have knowledge of their homeland. It’s been centuries since they’ve met a guardian.”

“Did they talk to you Rika?” Ronan said.

Rika nodded. “Yes, they spoke to me in a sense. I have to use my mind. Not words, and it only works if they choose to communicate with me. I can’t start a conversation with them.”

“Can —”

“And, no Ronan, I can’t turn into a dragon,” Rika said interrupting him.

“Why not?”

“It’s the quality and quantity of her magic,” Moira said. “Like humans, dragons are special creatures. They’re sentient beings with their own understanding of magic and their own place in the world. For a shape changer to emulate their form requires very special magic. Human beings have tried to unlock that secret for millennia. Since long before either Elan or Lora.”

“You mentioned something about the quantity of magic too,” Ronan said.

“I did.” Moira nodded. “The amount of power required to emulate a dragon’s scale falls beyond the limits of a single human being no matter how gifted.”

“Then it’s impossible,” Ronan said.

Moira smiled. “Don’t go putting words into my mouth Ronan. I never said that.”

Ronan leaned forward piqued with curiosity. “Moira, how does a little girl that grew up in a forgotten village like Porthleven know so much about magic, dragons, and the rest?” Ronan gestured toward the dragons basking in the noonday sun. “And why did those two monstrous dragons listen to you before tearing me to shreds? And please don’t answer me with riddles. I want the truth.”

Moira paused turning an appraising look on Ronan for several moments before responding. She nodded as if to herself. “Why indeed? Those are questions that could take a lifetime to answer my boy.” Before Ronan could object she raised her palm. “But, I’ll start by answering your second question first.” She bowed her head. “Without the riddles.”

“I’m sorry Moira, but I need answers. We started this journey from your home village of Porthleven searching for a dark sorcerer named Tara, and I —”

Moira’s head snapped upward, and the color drained from her face. A look of abject horror replaced the pleasant demeanor she’d worn moments earlier. “Tara? Where did you hear that name?”

“I met her in Porthleven. It’s nasty business. She killed everyone in the village and, somehow, raised them from the dead.”

“The barriers are down then.” She mumbled the words before turning her gaze toward the summit’s seaside face.

A sharp chill rose goose bumps on Ronan’s arms. “How do you know of the barrier? We only learned of its existence recently from the Book of Order.”

Moira’s eyebrows narrowed. “Book of Order?” Before Ronan could respond, Moira nodded. “Heilyn’s journal.”

Moira’s answers had only served to further frustrate Ronan. “Yes. That’s the one. Moira, I’m sorry, but you clearly know much more about what’s going on than I do, and time is critical.”

Moira leaned forward and took Ronan’s hands in her own. She closed her eyes, and her lips moved, but she made no sound. A slow smile crept over her face restoring some of the lost color. “I had my suspicions from the moment I laid eyes on you, but now I know without a doubt.”

Ronan’s shoulders sagged. “Moira, please.”

“I’m sorry Ronan, and you’re right. Time is critical. I’ll do my best to help you.” Moira took a deep breath before continuing. “Have either of you heard the phrase ‘King of Souls’?”

Abzu’s tail flickered, and his ears perked as Moira uttered the phrase. Tiamat lifted her head from the sand focusing rapt attention on Moira.

Ronan glanced at Rika, and they exchanged puzzled looks. “No ma’am. Should we?”

Moira’s eyes flickered toward Abzu before settling on Ronan and Rika. “It’s about a legend as old as any ever told. One far older than Elan, Lora, or Heilyn’s journal for that matter. It was said the King of Souls controlled the very fabric of life itself, but forgive me, I’m jumping ahead.”

The bear cub stirred in Rika’s lap. He lifted his shaggy white head and twisted to his right and left until his gaze settled on Ronan. As if satisfied by Ronan’s presence, the bear cub spun, plopped down, and stretched wide across Rika’s legs. His eyes closed and moments later, he fell asleep.

“I’d give anything to sleep half that good,” Ronan said.

Moira smiled and scratched behind the bear cub’s ears. “He’s a smart little bear. He sees more in you, than you see in yourself. He believes in you. Now, where was I?”

“You mentioned the King of Souls controlling life,” Rika said.

“Yes. Thank you dear.” Moira’s eyes took on a faraway look. “Centuries before Elan and Lora walked the earth, human beings lived in one kingdom. It spanned what is now Meranthia and Ayralen. The kingdom was named Eredhel.”

Ronan ran the name through his mind. He tried to recall anything Sir Alcott might have taught about a land called Eredhel, but he drew a blank.

“In Eredhel, humans had fought a long-standing war against a crude race of reptilian creatures. They lived among these very mountain peaks,” Moira said. “Although lacking human creativity, the creatures had great strength, speed, and size. They also bred at prolific rates bulging their numbers to five times that of humankind.”

Ronan shuddered. Stark memories of the strange creatures from Porthleven flashed through his mind.

“For centuries the war raged, and the human race continued to lose ground. The situation appeared very grave,” Moira said. “Until one man stepped forward bearing a unique gift. As the dragons tell it, the man held the capacity to learn magic unlike any human before him.”

“What was the man’s name?” Rika said

“His name was Gabriel. The dragon’s never learned his last name,” Moira said. “In fact, there’s a great deal of mystery surrounding the man’s identity. But, one thing’s for sure, he was the first human that could read a dragon’s soul.”

“Read a dragon’s soul? How does one do that?” Ronan said.

“Gabriel understood a being’s true nature the moment he met them. It’s a power long thought unique to dragons.”

“Dragons can see our true nature?” Rika said. “Does that mean they can tell whether we’re good or bad?”

Moira smiled. “It’s not quite so simple Rika, but something like that. Good and bad are subjective terms after all, and intent can change as quickly as the wind.”

“I don’t understand,” Ronan said.

“Think of it as an emotional understanding or an increased level of perception. Dragons can sense fear, love, joy, and sorrow, but at a person’s core. A human’s emotional makeup that defines their character. Call it an enhanced intuition that’s infallible,” Moira said. “Gabriel had this ability. Dragon’s believe he was the only human ever born with their gift.”

“And this…ability…allowed him an understanding of magic?” Ronan said.

“On a simple level, yes. It did. Having this ability, even if dormant, is essential to gaining the ability to perceive magic. Gabriel made a strong impression with the dragons, and, over time, they welcomed him as a peer.”

“And they taught him magic?” Ronan said.

Moira nodded. “Gabriel pleaded humanities case to the dragons living deep in the southern desert, and they listened. They taught him a crude understanding of raw magical power before the Baerinese army invaded.”

“Why didn’t the dragons fight alongside Gabriel?” Rika said.

“Oh they did,” Moira said. “They helped Gabriel and the human race, but so great was the Baerinese army, many dragons died. In fact all seemed lost, until something tipped the balance of power,” Moira said.

Abzu no longer feigned sleep and stared at Moira with eyes gleaming.

“Gabriel?” Ronan said.

“Yes, Gabriel did…something during a single day that changed humanity forever. He took the dragon’s gift and altered it in a way that remains a mystery to this day. He pulled on the fabric of the life surrounding him. The dragon’s believe he used the energy stored in living souls and forged a magic so potent it proved unstoppable. Gabriel slaughtered tens of thousands of Baerinese warriors using magical ability never seen before. He drove the Baerinese off the continent. From that day forward, humankind called him the King of Souls.”

Ronan listened engrossed with Moira’s story, but didn’t know how much to believe. Given time, he knew stories took on their own life. Merric Pride had done as much with Elan’s magic. But, he’d seen these reptilian creatures with his own eyes. Couldn’t the rest of Moira’s story also contain nuggets of truth? “How did he do it?”

Moira smiled and shook her head. “How indeed Ronan. Wars have been fought over that very question,” Moira said.

“But Elan understood magic, and so did Lora. How many others understood?” Rika said.

“For centuries after Gabriel’s death, the world lost magical knowledge,” Moira said. “In fact, the world came to believe Gabriel and the Baerinese as little more than myth. That is, until ancient Meranthians discovered his writings.”

“Discovered? Why haven’t I read this in any Meranthian history books?” Ronan said.

“Dishonorable men use history as a tool to control others,” Moira said. “Maybe the people living during that age didn’t want future generation to learn of Gabriel and his gift.”

“Did Elan discover his writing? Or Lora?” Ronan said.

Moira shook her head. “Their ancestors made the discovery hundreds of years before their birth. They tried for centuries to make sense of Gabriel’s writings. No one could duplicate any of his remarkable abilities.”

“What abilities?” Rika said.

“The dragons couldn’t understand all his gifts. But, they believed he could control life, death, and the world around him. He could influence plants and animals. Gabriel controlled all the elements including weather events and the ocean’s tides. Some dragons believe he understood a great deal more than he ever wrote in his journals.”

“Did Elan and Lora finally put his writing together?” Ronan said.

Moira smiled. “You’ve jumped ahead in the story, but yes. Elan and Lora worked with a man named Trace. Together, they built three spheres, each encompassing a rudimentary piece of Gabriel’s work.”

“Rudimentary? And who’s Trace?” Ronan said.

“Gabriel didn’t need a sphere to control magic. He had other ways. In fact, nowhere in his writings did he mention these spheres. Elan, Lora, and Trace built them using clues Gabriel left behind. They created three spheres that granted them, and others, the ability to harness a single slice of magic. You know of the first two.”

“Lora created the sphere that controls nature magic,” Rika said.

“And Elan created the sphere used to enhance life,” Ronan said.

“Yes,” Moira said. “You’ll also hear them called by different names, the earth sphere and the soul sphere. Their colleague, Trace, controls a third sphere granting elemental powers.”

“What happened to him?” Ronan said.

“He grew hungry for more power,” Moira said. “He and hundreds of his Ayralen practitioners traveled into the desert seeking out the dragons. Trace acquired enough elemental knowledge to control those dragons born with elemental magic. He created a kingdom with his followers called Obsith. He enslaved the dragons and ordered them to turn on their kind. Trace slaughtered hundreds of dragons gifted in the areas of magic not under his control. A handful of dragon’s fled the desert and found sanctuary here in the Adris Mountains.”

“How many dragons live in the Adris Mountains?” Ronan said.

“Not enough,” Moira said. “The sea offers a bounty unlike any the dragons have ever encountered. But, they have limited breeding locations.”

“There must be a million places to lay dragon eggs in these mountains,” Ronan said.

“It’s not simply a matter of location. Dragon’s must incubate their eggs beneath hot dry sand.” Moira waved her hand around the dragon’s nest. “Abzu and Tiamat carried this sand here one mouthful at a time. They spent months gathering it from the beaches and shallow waters spanning the coast. I know a dozen dragons scattered throughout the mountains on this side of the barrier. They want to reclaim the desert, but both the barrier and Trace have stopped them.”

“Trace is still alive?” Ronan said.

Moira shrugged. “Perhaps. The magic contained in the sphere could keep him alive indefinitely.”

“Moira, I haven’t heard you mention the name Tara, but you bristled earlier when Ronan mentioned her name,” Rika said.

“Yes, dear. That’s an unfortunate part of the story and it leads us to the present day.” Moira shifted, adjusting her back against the rocky wall. “During the years Elan spent studying Gabriel’s notes, he traveled to a hamlet in northwest Meranthia. He sought Gabriel’s ancient laboratory, instead he met Tara.”

“Did he find the laboratory?” Rika said.

Moira shook her head. “He found something better. You see, Tara commanded a unique gift and provided the missing link to the group’s research.”

“Gift?” Ronan said.

“Tara can see soul threads Ronan,” Moira said.

“What are soul threads?” Ronan said.

“Elan’s sphere works by bonding with the knight’s that control its power.”

Ronan recalled standing in the arena last summer. He'd seen the multicolored lines stretch between the knights and Elan’s sphere. “I’ve seen those threads.”

Moira smiled. “It’s the nature of the sphere’s magic. The magic contained within all three spheres imprints itself on human souls. With Tara’s help, the pace of Elan’s research multiplied.”

“Why didn’t Tara use soul magic like Gabriel?” Rika said.

“She was born with half of Gabriel’s gift,” Moira said. “Tara couldn’t manipulate souls, but she could sense their power.”

“What happened between her and Elan?” Rika said.

“Tara and Elan grew very close and developed an unshakable bond,” Moira said.

“What about Lora?” Rika said. “Wasn’t she jealous?”

“Elan and Lora grew even closer during this time, and she worried about his and Tara’s burgeoning friendship. Lora came to believe that Tara obsessed over Elan.”

“Did Elan break it off?” Rika said.

“Not at first. He viewed Tara as the little sister he never had, and thought Lora was overreacting.”

Ronan could sympathize with Elan. How could any man expect to read a woman’s mind? “How did she develop her…death magic?”

“She worked on it without Elan’s knowledge or consent. Tara found pieces of Gabriel’s research and kept it hidden. Using those notes, she developed a way to trap souls as their human hosts died.”

Rika shivered. “I can understand why she kept it to herself. That’s horrible.”

Moira nodded. “Indeed.”

“So she used her death magic against Elan?” Ronan said.

“Not at all. In her own way, she loved Elan,” Moira said. “In fact, she helped quell an uprising from citizens angry over Elan’s research. During the uprising, Tara captured the souls of fallen soldiers and used them to defeat the rebellion.”

“What did Elan do?” Rika said.

“Tara was so overjoyed from saving Elan’s life that she admitted her love to him,” Moira said.

“Oh boy,” Ronan said.

“As you can imagine, Elan wasn’t happy,” Moira said. “Not only did he reject Tara’s affection, but he forbade her from ever using death magic again.”

“I bet she wasn’t happy about that.” Rika said.

Moira shook her head. “Elan took the added step of shunning her. He excluded her from his research and forced her away from Freehold. He ordered her to live out her remaining days alone.”

“I’m sure that didn’t go over well,” Ronan said.

Moira chuckled. “That’s an understatement. Tara was so enraged, she found Trace and allied with him to destroy Lora and Elan.”

Ronan’s eyebrows furrowed. “Moira, how do you know so much about Elan and Lora?”

“Dragons were very much a part of human history until Trace’s betrayal, and of course the shattering. They’ve handed these stories down through the centuries, and they’ve told them to me.”

“What led to the shattering?” Ronan said.

“And we come to the end of the story,” Moira said. “It doesn’t have a happy ending I’m afraid.”

“We need to hear it,” Ronan said.

“Elan and Lora linked their power. They created a set of wedding bands they, or their children, could use to rebuild the spheres if they became tainted. They also built a safety mechanism into the spheres.”

Ronan leaned forward hanging on Moira’s words. He stood on the brink of understanding the world’s greatest mystery. But, he couldn’t help feeling Moira’s explanation would lead to more questions.

“If Meranthia or Ayralen came under threat, they could destroy the spheres. Doing so left behind residual bits of magic trapped inside its broken shards.”

“Residual bits? Moira those shards imbued great magic into their holders,” Ronan said.

“Yes, I suppose it’s all in the scale isn’t it? Most of the sphere’s energy went to create a barrier large enough to cover Meranthia. Likewise, Lora’s sphere for Ayralen.”

“Sir Alcott mentioned these barriers. He said he read about them in the Book of Order. What does it do?” Ronan said.

“The barrier prevented physical entry into both Ayralen and Meranthia. But more importantly, magic, other than the residual bits found in the shards, won’t work. At least not the magic Tara and Trace commanded.”

“What about the dragons in the Adris Mountains? They would take the offerings the villagers at Porthleven left behind. Didn’t they cross through the barriers?” Ronan said.

“The barrier extended well into the Adris Mountain range. We’re sitting near its former border now. Mountain dragons have lived inside the barrier avoiding humankind.”

“What forced Elan and Lora to shatter the spheres?” Rika said. “It was Tara wasn’t it?”

Moira nodded. “That’s part of it. Tara surfaced and began reanimating the dead from villages scattered throughout Meranthia. By the time she marched on Freehold’s steps, she’d built a formidable army. If the threat had been Tara’s alone, Elan and Lora could’ve prevailed. Trace and Tara built an alliance, but he never intended to share the spoils with her. He wanted all three spheres for himself. He sent legions of dragons and sorcerers into Meranthia to take them. According to the few dragons that escaped the desert, Trace grew convinced he could combine the sphere’s power. He dreamed of commanding magic as Gabriel had.”

“Can he?” Ronan said.

Moira shook her head. “I don’t know the answer to that question, but Trace never held the capacity for magic like Gabriel. Until recently, no human has displayed Gabriel’s capacity for magic.”

“So they shattered the spheres,” Ronan said. “But what happened to Elan and Lora?”

“The shattering had consequences Ronan. Destroying such a powerful artifact bound so tightly to Elan killed him. He destroyed the sphere knowing it would kill him.”

“Lora too?”

Moira nodded. “She did the same, although the nature magic she’d created allowed her soul to live on in her garden. But, her physical body died with Elan’s. Battling both Trace and Tara proved too much for even them. They followed the only path available to save their people. They made a great sacrifice and preserved humankind for two millennia,” Moira said. “Before the barrier could solidify, Tara fled Meranthia and Trace retreated into the desert.”

Ronan buried his face in his palms running both hands through his hair. “My God, what have we done?” He mumbled under his breath.

“You made decisions based on knowledge available to you at that moment. Nothing more,” Moira said. “The world couldn’t live in a bubble forever. At some point, we have to stand up to the class bully.”

Goose bumps rose on Ronan’s skin. “Six months ago, a wise old friend tried to impress on me that very point.” Had less than a year passed since his talk with Patron Tyrell around the campfire at Kipley’s Vale? It felt like decades.

“Moira.” A look of concern passed over Rika’s face. “A minute ago you said until recently no human had ever displayed Gabriel’s ability. What did you mean?”

Moira paused before turning toward Abzu and Tiamat. The golden dragon nodded her head. “Abzu and Tiamat believe Ronan has Gabriel’s gift.”

Ronan’s head snapped up, and blood drained from his face. He shook his head. “You can’t do that to me Moira. I’m not Gabriel. I can’t see anyone’s true nature. You’ve seen that for yourself. I can’t see your soul, Rika’s, or those two giant dragons over there.” He pointed to Abzu and Tiamat.

“Tiamat said your soul shone so brightly it nearly frightened her to death over the Araxis Sea,” Moira said. “That’s why she chased you. It took her a few minutes to realize what she was seeing.”

Ronan shook his head. “Maybe a glare from ocean’s surface confused her.”

Moira laughed, and a broad smile crossed her face. “There’s no mistake Ronan. Even if you don’t know how to use your gift, it’s there.”

“What am I supposed to do? I don’t have time to learn what Gabriel knew. Meranthia needs me, and my sister and father are most likely in great danger right now. If Trace knows about the barrier, he’ll attack Ayralen.”

“The dragons are willing to teach you Ronan. It’s an incredible gift. One that could help you save the world,” Moira said.

“Great, can they come with me? Because I could use their help.”

“They can’t leave the safety of the mountains. They’re the last free creatures of their kind. There’s no telling what’s left of the desert dragons or their mental state. After such prolonged captivity, they might have grown dependent on Trace. Maybe they enjoy serving him and would fight against their freedom.”

“So they’re going to hide out here until the dust clears? Is that it? How noble.” Ronan shook his head.

Abzu opened his mouth wide displaying row after row of needle sharp teeth.

Moira glared at the red dragon until he settled back and closed his mouth. “The last of the great dragons lie on the verge of extinction. They don’t have the luxury of bravado.” Moira squeezed Ronan’s hand. “Stay here and learn. You can spend your nights in my cabin. Both you and Rika. We’ll travel here in the day, and the dragons will teach you what they know. Once you’ve completed your training, they’ll fight alongside you.”

“We can’t afford to stay here.” Ronan’s eyes settled on Rika, but he meant the words for Moira. “We have to travel to Ayralen and warn my father and sister. They’re in great danger.”

“But what of Tara? Meranthians are in danger too,” Rika said.

For the first time in his brief reign, Ronan felt the weight of his office settle like a yoke around his neck. Could he abandon his own realm? If Trace joined Tara in Meranthia, history would repeat itself. “We haven’t seen Tara in the south which means Devery must’ve found her to the north. He’s a smart commander and has many knights at his disposal. I have to trust his leadership.” He slid his hand into Rika’s and squeezed. “We need to make sure Ayralen is safe. Both our families are in danger from an invading force they know nothing about. We have to warn them.”

A glimmer of concern settled over Rika’s face before she nodded her agreement.  

Ronan faced Moira before continuing. “Once I’m satisfied the Heartwood is safe and we’ve captured Tara, I’ll come back. I promise.” He squeezed her warm hands and offered his most reassuring smile.

Moira’s shoulders sagged, but she returned his smile and nodded. “I can’t ask for anything more, but please don’t wait too long. These dragons won’t survive another shattering, and you won’t either I’m afraid.”

“Will you come with us? Your knowledge of dragons and Meranthian history is too valuable to leave behind,” Ronan said.

Moira placed her hand on Ronan’s cheek. “Thank your for the offer Your Majesty, but my place is with the dragons. I’m too old to travel.”

Ronan nodded. “We’ll return you to your cabin before we leave for Ayralen.”

The bear cub stood and waddled off Rika’s lap. He stretched his short stubby legs and wandered over beside Ronan. He sat at his side pressing his body against Ronan’s boot.

“I think he’s making clear his intention,” Rika said.

Ronan knelt and scratched behind the cub’s ear. What did he know about naming an ice bear? 

Near Elan’s Gap

 

Hot rage washed over Danielle’s vision as she whirled inside her makeshift prison searching for a weak point.

Vines of electricity crackled and snapped. They writhed around Danielle in an ever-changing, interlocking grid of death. The walls surrounding both Danielle and Ferris hummed with a sinister foreign energy.

Ferris locked his arms around Danielle’s thigh trembling. “Please don’t let the mean children hurt me. Please Miss Danielle.” With wide-eyes, he scanned the Obsith sorcerers’ sneering faces circling the cage.

“Danielle, I would strongly urge you against destroying the electrical field. It could kill both you and the boy,” Arber said. “Believe it or not, I don’t want to see you hurt, and you don’t have all the facts. At least hear me out.”

Danielle didn’t doubt for a second the energy in her prison walls could kill her. But, she wouldn’t let Arber Stroman and this gang of unruly children detain her inside her own forest. She’d break through these walls and make them wish they’d never seen the Heartwood. Afterward, she’d escape to Meranthia and find Ronan. She reached inside and channeled a sea of nature’s energy powering a bramble of living armor that sprang from her flesh.

Thorny vines oozing rivulets of deadly poison shot outward. They coated Danielle’s body in an impenetrable cocoon of natural armor. Two-foot shafts of shining black wood jutted outward ending with sharp gleaming tips. The ebony spikes raced outward until their tips came within a hair’s breadth of the electric wall.

Danielle opened her belt pouch and grabbed her heartwood staff. As she channeled magic through the living wood, her heart lurched.

The staff’s normally red core appeared sluggish and brown. It seemed unresponsive to Danielle’s commands. The silver and gold veins crisscrossing its surface had turned a dull shade of gray. Like the forest, the staff’s life dimmed, inexorably linked to the first tree.

Arber’s eyes flickered to the staff before settling on Danielle’s face. “I don’t like seeing this happen to the forest either Danielle. I want it to stop too, but we can’t stop them if you won’t listen.”

Hot tears glistened at the corners of Danielle’s eyes, and she flashed a look of pure hatred toward her former mentor. “Look around you Arber. Look at what you’ve done. You’ve murdered the heartwood trees. How could you?” Rage boiled in her blood, and she pushed the black tips of her armor outward smashing the electrical bars.

Smoke curled from the thorn’s glistening tips, and the electrical field snapped and buzzed.

She would make them pay for their crimes. Danielle screamed unleashing a torrent of magic. She sent a dozen fresh barbs outward forming a living pincushion with her body.

Flame rose from the poison streaking her armor. The electrical field fizzled and shattered beneath the Earth Mother’s unbridled fury.

Danielle held open her palm and pulled on the vegetation surrounding Arber, Aren, and the sorcerers.

Grass already five-feet tall, swirled and thickened locking down the sorcerers’ legs and hips. The thin smirks of superiority evaporated, replaced by fear and uncertainty.

“Danielle stop!” Arber’s eyes widened as he pointed over her shoulder. “They’ll kill Keely if you don’t stop!”

Danielle’s breath caught, and she whirled. Her heart pounded so hard she thought it might burst through her chest, and her gaze dropped to the forest floor.

Keely’s face stared back, but her eyes had lost focus. A shaman stood at her feet dragging her unresponsive body across the matted forest carpet. Keely never moved.

Beside her, a second shaman dragged Jeremy bound hand and foot. His condition appeared identical to Keely’s as he lay numb and unresponsive. A strange blue sheen covered their exposed flesh.

“They’re not dead Danielle. I swear to God they’re not,” Arber said. “But they’ll kill them if you try to fight.”

Danielle whirled on the disgraced guardian with murder in her thoughts. “They look dead already Arber, and now I’m going to slaughter every last one of you. I’m tired of your lies.”

Arber’s jaw fell open. He raised his palms and shook his head. “No Danielle. I promise they’re still alive.” His head snapped toward Aren who’d kept his gaze locked on Danielle during the entire exchange. “You have to show her Aren. She’ll kill us otherwise.”

Aren appeared in no hurry to oblige as the smirk never left his face. “Why should I? I care not a whit for her life or her friends.” The childlike sorcerer stiffened stretching to his full height.

“Would the emperor?” Arber said.

Doubt flickered in Aren’s eyes before his mask of smug indifference returned. “Fine.” Aren directed his index finger toward Keely while his ring glowed a soft blue.

Danielle spun, her gaze locked on her fallen friend.

Color returned to Keely’s face, and her eyes regained focus. Keely’s expression showed no fear, and her lips moved. In a hoarse breathless whisper she spoke. “Don’t give in Danielle. Kill them and run.”

“That’s enough,” Aren said. He directed his finger toward Keely freezing her features in place.

“She’s not dead Danielle, and neither is Jeremy,” Arber said. “You have to stop before more people die.”

Danielle couldn’t believe his nerve. His actions had led to thousands of deaths, and he dared speak to her about restraint? But she’d seen enough death to last her a lifetime. Around her, the forest died with her friends, and her father wouldn’t survive another day defending the first tree. How could he? She couldn’t watch her friends die. She didn’t have the strength. “If I comply, you’re to let my friends go, and Ferris.” She squeezed Ferris’s shoulder.

“I don’t think —,” Aren said.

“Yes,” Arber said cutting off Brees’s older brother. “We’ll let them go, but you have to come with us.”

Ronan could find her couldn’t he? He could track Lora’s Sphere through their bond. He’d find her and save her. He’d have to. Danielle nodded.

“Make yourself useful Arber, and take her pack,” Aren said.

Arber stepped forward and reached toward Danielle as if touching a venomous snake. “Danielle?”

“You do realize what you’ve done?” Danielle slipped the leather pack from her shoulder and handed it to Arber.

“I told you, I don’t like doing this,” Arber said.

Laughter, short and bitter, rolled from Danielle’s throat. “No, you idiot. I followed you into Obsith. Keely and I both did. You traveled to Zen with somebody named Martell didn’t you?”

Arber’s eyes widened. “How did you know?”

Danielle ignored his question. “You’re carrying the plague Arber. Did you know that?”

“That’s not true,” Arber said but his eyes betrayed doubt.

“Plague? What plague?” Aren said.

“Three hundred years ago, a man named Dimrey brought a plague among our people. It almost wiped out our civilization,” Danielle said. “Arber carried it to your people.”

Arber squeezed his lips shut remaining silent as the color drained from his face.

“Arber doesn’t look sick,” Aren said.

“He’s not sick. He’s had the antidote, but he’s still a carrier.”

“I don’t believe you,” Aren said.

Danielle shrugged. “Suit yourself, but that doesn’t make it any less true. I bet at least one or two of you surrounding me right now is already showing the first signs. Check the base of your neck or your wrists. Look for a red rash. A few of you may have already seen it and blamed it on the weather change.”

The haughty look in Aren’s eyes evaporated replaced by an inkling of fear.

Arber took Danielle’s pack and stepped back the color in his face gone.

A sharp squeal sounded from a female sorcerer standing behind Danielle. She raised her wrist skyward revealing a long red rash extending from her wrist to the crook of her elbow.

A male sorcerer behind Aren cried out. He pulled away his burlap collar revealing red bumps descending beneath his clothing.

“Soon enough, you’ll develop the fever, and by then it’ll be too late,” Danielle said. “Martell’s dead isn’t he Arber? Let me guess, he fell ill. Am I right?”

“Shut up Danielle,” Arber said as anger swelled in his eyes.

“Arber, we need the cure before this spreads any further,” Aren said.

Danielle smiled. “I’d venture to say that if I go with you, in a week you’ll all be dead then I’ll simply walk away.”

Arber glared daggers through Danielle ignoring Aren’s plea.

“Arber the cure! Now!” Aren said.

Arber whirled on the tiny sorcerer towering over him like an angry giant.

Aren stepped back as fear washed over his face.

“You’re killing the cure!”  Arber pointed toward the gnarled shriveling heartwood tree behind Danielle. “It’s in the fruit these trees produce, but they’re all dying!”

Worthless dead fruit littered the forest carpet mocking the sorcerers surrounding Danielle.

“And to think, I returned to the Heartwood so I could deliver a cure to your people.” Danielle shook her head in disgust. “If you harm any Ayralen, most of all my friends or family, the cure dies with me. Do we understand each other?” Danielle spit out the words while her molten gaze bored a hole through Aren’s ashen face.

A whoosh of air rustled the grass surrounding the standoff. A juvenile rust-colored dragon appeared descending beneath the darkened tree line.

“You’re coming with us,” Aren said.

The young dragon settled in a narrow clearing several feet away. Half the size of the creatures attacking the first tree, the dragon kept a wary eye trained on the fleeing refugees.

Arber stepped into a crystal foothold set in the dragon’s double saddle and slipped into the rear seat. He offered his hand to Danielle. “Come on Danielle, you’re coming with us.”

Danielle’s face buzzed while her gaze locked on Ferris.

Ferris clung to Danielle’s leg like a lifeline, his face a mask of shock. He repeated the same phrase in a low mumbling tone.

Danielle knelt and held his cheeks in her palms.

“Don’t leave me Miss Danielle,” Ferris said in an almost catatonic state.

“Ferris, stay with Miss Keely and Jeremy. They’ll take care of you.” Tears streamed down Danielle’s cheeks.

Aren climbed behind a second sorcerer seated in the dragon’s front saddle and glared at Danielle from his perch. “Climb on! Now!”

Ferris clung to Danielle’s leg and screamed as if beaten.

Hard knots tightened in Danielle’s stomach, and she pried his hands from her leg. “I’m sorry Ferris. Stay with Miss Keely.” She stood and moved toward Arber’s extended hand unable to look the boy in his eye.

Ferris fell forward tumbling into the grass near Keely and Jeremy’s frozen bodies screaming.

Danielle took Arber’s hand, and he pulled her behind him on the saddle.

“Go!” Aren pulled a glowing crystal whip from the saddle under him and lashed the dragon’s side.

Danielle gaze locked on the scene playing out below as she rose skyward seated atop the dragon’s back.

“I see them over here!” A deep voice bellowed inside a hedgerow lying between the group and Elan’s Gap.

Beside Keely and Jeremy, a sorcerer’s expression froze in shock a moment before he dropped to his knees. His hands reached for his chest. He stared horror stricken at a heavy barbed arrowhead protruding from his breastbone. The sorcerer's chest heaved for a few seconds before he fell forward landing face first in the matted grass.

Sorcerers scattered into the thicket. Spirit shields sprang to life around Keely, Jeremy, and Ferris.

Danielle watched from fifty feet above as Keely stirred and Ferris crawled next to her curling at her side. Before she disappeared above the withered forest canopy, Danielle turned away.

Goodbye Old Friend

 

In her eagle form, Rika glided high over a cliff’s edge skimming a rocky outcropping before pitching down and left. Ronan and Rika had made good time since leaving Moira at her cabin in the valley beneath Dragon’s Peak. They’d raced westward aided by a strong steady tailwind and a desperate sense of urgency. Connal Deveaux needed to know about a looming desert attack.

Ronan craned his neck over a nearby peak. He searched for the Queen’s Road that led past Elan’s Gap and through the mountains into greater Meranthia. The memories of his time spent in Ayralen last autumn had haunted him throughout their westward journey. He recalled the strange flashing lights over the Chukchi Desert. His father had insisted that a high-altitude desert storm had passed near the Heartwood. Connal had claimed the storm provided a brilliant light show but nothing more sinister. Last autumn, Ronan’s intuition had nudged him of potential danger. Now it screamed at him insisting a much greater threat.

The peak gave way to a rocky valley descending to a long ribbon of road winding through the mountains.

Nervous flutters ran wild in Ronan’s stomach, and he couldn’t shake a feeling of dread. He reasoned that Tara’s appearance in Meranthia didn’t point to a similar threat in Ayralen. But, his rationalization felt hollow. He sat up straight on Rika’s saddle, and scanned the twisting road searching for its exit at Elan’s Gap.

Rika screeched a high-pitched cry of warning and tucked her wings back before plunging downward.

The bear cub popped his head from the leather pack strapped to Ronan’s back. He peered right and left before disappearing inside its murky depths.

Ronan’s stomach sank at the sudden change of altitude, and he reached for Elan’s magic. He reinforced the spirit shields already surrounding him and Rika. He craned his neck searching for potential threats, but the sky surrounding Rika remained empty. Ronan glanced below, and motion on the Queen's Road caught his eye.

Like a rushing river current, ripples of people bustled along the highway cutting through Elan’s Pass. Refugees numbering in the thousands stretched the length of visible road seemingly without end. Unlike the final year of Merric Pride’s reign, the refugees came from Elan’s Gap moving toward inner Meranthia.

Ronan’s stomach heaved. He should’ve trusted his instincts last autumn and insisted on a formal investigation. Danielle and Keely had no business flying into the desert alone. Had he arrived too late? He leaned over Rika’s neck. “Hurry Rika. Dear God hurry.”

As if shot from a ballista, Rika screamed forward hurtling toward Elan’s Gap at speeds fast enough to rip apart an ordinary rider. But Ronan’s shield, spun from Elan’s purest magic, buffeted the wind’s force.

In a blur, she swooped downward whistling over the Ayralen refugees. She loosed a high-pitched screech and raced ahead hugging the Queen's Road.

Ronan shot his fist skyward commanding a deep blue orb of spirit energy into his open palm.

Heads craned and fingers pointed skyward as refugees flashed by. A thundering chorus of cheers erupted below. The refugees stopped to watch the king and his lady ready themselves for battle. 

Rika pitched right following the highway’s twisting course. She veered past a raised boulder and beneath a rocky overhang increasing her speed as she surged ahead.

Like an ocean’s wave at high tide, the crowd’s roar grew louder and faster as it followed the couple hurtling toward Elan’s Gap.

Ronan’s head buzzed fueled by the refugee’s raw emotion urging him onward. He couldn’t imagine what had started the exodus. But, he wouldn’t stop until he’d found Danielle, Connal, and Rika’s family safe and whole.

Rika pitched left then darted right racing six-feet above Ayralen’s fleeing populace.

Just ahead, the Queen’s Road broadened like a river delta before descending a hundred feet ending at Elan’s Gap.

A pair of massive iron gates hung open buoyed by the crush of refugees pouring through. Perched along the fortress’s high walls, two dozen spirit shields glimmered with blue energy. Meranthian archers and battle knights raised heavy Ayralen longbows and fired into the sky above the Gap. Heavy ballista launched iron scattershot outward against an enemy hidden from view.

Ronan leaned forward and raised his voice over the crowd’s thundering cheers. “Fly over the right wall, I can help those archers.”

Rika surged upward streaking toward the fortress’s high walls lined with archers and knights.

Ronan leaned over Rika’s saddle and flashed his palm toward the soldiers lining the wall. He directed flows of spirit along the line reinforcing their shields.

“King Ronan!” A soldier fighting near the wall’s inner edge raised his longbow high overhead and cheered pumping his fists. He pointed toward Ronan and cheers erupted from the soldiers lining the high-wall’s parapet. Soldiers raised weapons high on either side of the fortress’s towering gates. 

Lighting crackled and Rika screeched pitching down and right. Fingers of white energy pounded her shield sending spider webs of blue spirit racing around her body.

Ronan’s head snapped toward the source of the lightning attack, and his eyes widened in disbelief.

A blond-haired child no older than ten seasons rode atop a silver and green dragon with his finger pointed at Ronan. On his index finger, a heavy silver ring glowed white before morphing into a dull shade of red. The child’s blue eyes betrayed a soul much older than his outward appearance suggested. His eyes lacked a child’s innocence and showed no mercy.

Ronan flattened his palm and channeled spirit. He sent a wispy net of transparent energy floating toward the childlike sorcerer.

When Ronan released his trap, gusts of air from the dragon’s huge wingspan washed over Rika. She spun on a massive updraft of violent turbulence and screeched beating her wings in a furious try to regain her lost balance.

The dragon arced upward and pitched sideways. The sorcerer raised his index finger, and his silver ring flashed bright red. His thin pale lips curved upward into a mocking sneer, and he mumbled words lost in the wind and fighting. A thin line of flames leaped from his fingertip a moment before his eyes widened, and a pale expression of shock settled over his face.

A smear of inky glass-like spirit wrapped the sorcerer in a detention shield the world had never seen. Like a shroud of skintight glass, the shield constricted surrounding the man-child in a spirit prison.

Ronan closed his palm, squeezed, and yanked.

Any confidence the sorcerer had once displayed evaporated as he shrieked like a frightened child. An invisible hand pulled him from his saddle into the empty air above Elan’s Gap.

The riderless dragon swung beneath Ronan and retreated over the blackened forest canopy.

The sorcerer fell thirty feet before Ronan yanked on the spirit line jerking him to a stop on an invisible tether. He resisted the urge to sever the line and let the little cretin splatter against the forest floor like a rotted piece of fruit. The sorcerer might provide useful information.

The sorcerer screamed twisting and flailing trying to escape, but like a fly caught in a spider’s web, he’d find no relief. He deserved no pity.

Across the blackened vale, hundreds of heartwood trees stood naked of any fruit or vegetation. Miles of thick gnarled limbs stretched in every direction. Death’s promise had replaced the forest’s grand majesty. No animal life stirred, and the once lush undergrowth lay hidden beneath a layer of rotten fruit, leaves, and branches.

Cold wind washed over Ronan’s face as he absorbed the full extent of the apocalypse laid out before him. How in Elan’s name had this happened? Three months ago, he’d seen the forest thriving. Worry for his father and sister pricked his thoughts. He had to find them.

Rika’s body shook under Ronan as her eyes swept over the devastation. She rolled in a slow arc turning her gaze from the horror and flew toward the fortress’s base at Elan’s Gap.

A quarter mile northward, a pair of juvenile dragons and their sorcerer riders beat a path toward the forest's center.

Blue spirit energy flashed near the fortress gate while scores of refugees emerged from the tall grass lining the road.

Ronan leaned over and ran his hand along Rika’s neck. “I’m sorry Rika. We’ll find out who did this. I promise.”

Rika glided toward a pair of shield knights directing refugee traffic through the iron gates.

A shrill squeal sounded from the sorcerer where he dangled beneath Rika bouncing off the hard packed forest floor.

Rika dragged the little rodent through burr filled ground cover and thorny shrubs. When he caught on the edge of a blackened heartwood limb, she beat her wings harder until he snapped free.

Ronan didn’t try to soften the sorcerer’s short trip across the forest floor. He’d earned far worse than the meager punishment Rika doled out.

Knight Jeremy Brooks waved his arms overhead. He stood a few feet from the gates overflowing with a steady stream of refugees. Thick stubble lined his unshaven face, and his bloodshot eyes marked a man who hadn’t slept in days.

Fingers pointed toward Ronan and loud murmured conversations came from the milling throng.

Rika passed a few feet overhead and settled on the ground beside Jeremy.

Ronan jumped from Rika’s saddle, worked loose the buckles, and pulled it free.

Rika shifted into human form, faced the decimated forest, and sank to her knees. She cupped her face in her hands, and her body trembled. Tears came to her eyes, and she wept.

A heavy dull ache settled in Ronan’s chest, and he knelt beside her slipping his arm around her shoulders. He couldn’t find words to comfort such a profound loss. He gathered Rika with both arms, and held her tight as she melted into his embrace.

Heavy soul wracking sobs came from Rika, and she buried her head in Ronan’s shoulder clinging to him like a life raft set adrift in a sea storm. “How could this happen Ronan? We have to fix it.” Her words came out broken and halted. “My father…where’s my father?” She pulled at his tunic balling her hands into fists. “Kelwin…we have to find them.”

Ronan stroked Rika’s hair and pressed his face against her tear-stained cheek. He kissed her and whispered in her ear. “We’ll find them both. I promise.”

As if struck by a sudden thought, Rika shot to her feet, her eyes narrowing. Her expression shifted from sorrow to rage, and she stormed toward the sorcerer bound in Ronan's spirit prison. “You have answers don’t you?” She broke into a trot and stopped before the blond boy. She reared her foot back readying a kick.

Ronan chased after her, but felt no urgency to protect the sorcerer.

The sorcerer curled into a tight ball covering his face and head, but the shield surrounding him would prevent any real harm. “No, please don’t hurt me.” He groveled like a mewling coward.

In a blaze of fury, Rika flung the reinforced tip of her heavy leather boot toward the sorcerer’s exposed midsection. Her foot stopped cold, and a white wave of energy rolled over the shield surrounding the cowering sorcerer. She glared over her shoulder at Ronan and wiped away the tears streaking her face. “Take it down Ronan! I want answers, and this…creature can give them to me!”

“Lady Rika, wait!” Jeremy scrambled past the flowing refugees and stopped before Rika. “I have information that will answer many questions, but we have to hurry.”

“What news Jeremy?” Ronan said.

Dark circles lined the shield knight’s deep-set eyes. His voice shook with barely contained emotion. “I’m sorry Your Majesty, I tried to stop them from taking the princess, but they laid a trap for us.”

Nausea curdled Ronan’s stomach, and he braced himself for bad news. “Talk to me Jeremy.”

Jeremy raised his eyes and met Ronan’s steady gaze. “It’s about your sister and the Prime Guardian.” He glanced toward Rika. “And your brother Lady Rika. Along with every warden in the vale.”

Hot bile crept up Ronan’s throat, and he dreaded asking the next question. “What’s happened to Danielle?”

Pain touched every line in Jeremy’s face. “They’ve taken her hostage sire.” He wagged a finger at the cowering sorcerer trapped in Ronan’s detention shield. “Many more like him arrived from the desert almost two weeks ago. They’ve kept the forest under siege ever since. I’m sorry.”

Ronan felt his shoulders tense, and he gazed on the withered Ayralen tree line. They’d kept Meranthia out of the Heartwood for two thousand years. In a short two-week span, their entire defense had collapsed. His gaze wandered across the horizon absorbing the disaster’s full scale. He couldn’t blame Elan and Lora for their decision. If they couldn’t stop the desert dragons, how could he and Danielle? “What of my father? And Kelwin?”

“He and every last warden in the Guard are protecting the first tree,” Jeremy said. “Your sister believes that if it dies, every heartwood tree in the forest will die with it,” he said. “I’m afraid there’s more Your Majesty.” Jeremy lowered his gaze.

“Go ahead,” Ronan said.

“The Obsith stole Lora’s Sphere when they kidnapped the princess. The last time I saw her she sat atop a dragon flying toward the forest’s heart.”

Hard knots twisted Ronan’s stomach. As Moira predicted, Trace wouldn’t stop until he controlled all three orbs. “Jeremy, the forest is lost. We need those guardians and wardens alive. He’ll come for Elan’s Heart next.” He ran his fingers through his hair and glanced over his shoulder at the knight’s manning the high wall. “Gather every shield knight and guardian you can muster, and meet at the first tree. We’ve got to talk sense into my father.”

As if reading Ronan’s mind, Rika shifted into her quicker lighter hawk form, and Ronan swung his leg over her back. “We need to fight off the Obsith long enough to evacuate the first tree. Time is short, so hurry.”

“Where are you going?” Jeremy said.

“We’re flying ahead to track down my sister and father.” He flicked his wrist cutting off the tether leading to the imprisoned sorcerer. “I want that sorcerer shielded and placed in the dungeon. I’ll question him myself when I return.”

Jeremy raised his palm and surrounded the sorcerer in a deep blue detention shield, and faced Ronan.

“Jeremy, send a guardian to Freehold. I need a full report from Devery and Sir Alcott. I want any information they've gathered about Tara.” Ronan glanced toward Elan’s Gap as if he might find Devery standing on the wall. “I don’t want Devery tangling with her alone. If he’s found her, I want her tracked, but I need the military to prepare Freehold’s defenses.”

Jeremy offered a short salute. “I’ll see to it Your Majesty.”

“One more thing.” Ronan paused taking in his young officer’s distressed appearance. He’d noticed the pain behind Jeremy’s eyes. “Thank you for taking care of my sister. If you’d done anything foolish, I wouldn’t know where to find her.”

Jeremy tightened his jaw and offered his king a short silent nod. He whirled and raced toward a nearby guardian tending the flow of refugees. He shouted orders and pointed toward Elan’s Gap.

Rika beat her wings and loosed a war screech. She lifted off and pitched left climbing skyward before leveling out above the blackened forest.

Ronan surrounded him and Rika with fresh shields while scanning the horizon for any sign of threat.

Rika built up blazing speed aided by a stiff eastern tailwind and set off on the long eastward flight.

As the hours slipped by, gray, low-hanging clouds thickened. Wispy black smoke clung to the forest canopy rising from the fire devastated forest.

As the first tree drew nearer, a few heartwood tree’s showed signs of life. Ripe fruit, thick leaves, and living red branches offered signs of hope in an otherwise devastated forest.

Ronan’s shoulder muscles tightened, and he kept a wary eye trained on the bleak clouds. Something about them tugged on an important memory he couldn’t quite place.

Rika flew straight and true like a homing pigeon desperate to reach her cage. 

The smell of hot burning cinnamon tickled Ronan’s nostrils, and a sense of looming dread fell like a black veil over his thoughts.

Ronan’s senses screamed at him to move a moment before his mouth gave warning. He lunged forward and shouted in Rika’s ear. “Move!”

Rika pitched right as three jagged streaks of lighting flashed inches beneath her left wing.

Ronan’s breath caught, and a sharp flare of adrenaline surged through his arms and legs. He opened his palm demanding spirit energy and shot a quick glance over his shoulder.

A trio of mid-sized dragons appeared on Rika’s flank and raced toward her closing the gap. Atop glistening jeweled saddles three sorcerers held glowing crystalline whips. They beat the dragons beneath them and shouted commands lost in the wind.

Ronan hurled a spirit attack toward the nearest sorcerer.

Rika dove flying beneath the blackened tree line.

The gray scaled dragon shifted right avoiding Ronan’s attack.

Ronan swore under his breath while the dragon curled upward breaking toward the low hanging clouds.

The image sparked a memory in Ronan’s mind. He recalled Tiamat’s attack over the Araxis Sea, and the elusive memory snapped into place like a missing puzzle piece. She’d used the clouds for cover cloaking her angle of attack. Ronan’s gaze locked on the thick overhead clouds, and he couldn’t help wondering how many more dragons lay in wait.

Like a mouse racing through its hole, Rika dove hard dipping beneath the thicket of blackened limbs and branches. Overhead, two of the three dragons followed, tracking Rika like a pair of hungry bears following a prize fish upstream.

Could he reason with these dragons as Gabriel had centuries ago? How would he start the conversation? The idea felt foolish, but Moira had warned him of the desert dragons and the traitorous Obsith. That fact gave her words added weight. Abzu and Tiamat claimed he held potential equal to Gabriel’s. What had he to lose? Ronan closed his eyes and held his magic while reaching outward with his mind. He pushed his thoughts skyward hoping to call the dragons stalking him above the canopy.

Wind gusted sending the biting stench of smoke across the forest floor. Rustling leaves hanging from living heartwood trees mixed with the sound of Rika’s beating wings. But, the dragon’s remained silent.

Ronan’s unspoken request went unanswered. He released a held breath and opened his eyes.

Thin strands of white, blue, and yellow trailed outward toward Elan’s Gap. Each thread led to a knight commanding Elan’s magic.

Ronan had seen those strands last summer in the arena, but they wouldn’t help him now. He gazed up at the dragons still tracking Rika’s flight path.

They held a steady silent path above the canopy.

Ronan didn’t see any of Elan’s threads connected to the dragons.

A low faint thumping noise sounded faraway to the south.

Ronan perked his ears and enhanced his hearing while focusing on the strange noise. Was that Rika’s heart beating? Or his maybe? He leaned forward and pressed his open palm against Rika’s chest.

Rika’s heart beat strong and steady, but out of rhythm with the steady thumping sound.

Ronan leaned forward and spoke into Rika’s ear. “Can you hear that?”

“Hear what?” Rika said.

The thumping sound faded and disappeared.

Ronan sat upright in his saddle and shook his head. He couldn’t make sense of it. “Never mind.” He turned his gaze skyward.

The third dragon returned and they flew three abreast tracking Rika and Ronan toward the forest’s heart.

Why hadn’t they gave chase? Ronan’s face went numb as a horrible thought blossomed in his head. They wanted him and Rika to fly ahead. His head snapped forward, and he scanned the approaching thicket of trees.

Beneath Rika, a worn footpath heavy with gray ash and downed tree limbs led to an intersection two-hundred feet ahead. A large sign welcoming visitors to the forest’s heart stood where the path diverged. Arrows pointed in opposite directions toward the Ayralen Assembly and the Warden’s Council.

Ronan pitched forward keeping a tight grip on the saddle. “Something’s wrong Rika. Why are they letting us get so close to the first tree?” He searched the forest floor with enhanced vision and his skin crawled. “Land Rika. We’re flying into a trap.”

Rika extended her talons pitching her rear legs forward readying herself for landing.

From behind a blacked heartwood tree, a half-dozen blond haired children leaped outward. Orange flame blossomed from the outstretched hand of a nearby sorceress with blond pigtails. Lightning crackled from two tattooed sorcerers beside her.

Heat slammed into the back of Ronan’s shield while orange flame hammered his shield from the front.

Arcs of white lightning flashed then slammed into Rika’s shield from the front. Waves of blue spirit energy raced across Ronan and Rika’s shields. The shields absorbed the physical attack, but heat seeped through searing Ronan’s skin.

Red-hot pain flashed across Ronan’s back, chest, and face. He clenched his jaw refusing to buckle under the sneak attack. His mind recoiled from the pain as a second barrage of attacks battered his shield sending smoke curling skyward.

Rika screeched beating her wings with abandon slowing her descent. Smoke curled from the feathers along her spine and chest filling the air with the putrid stench of burning flesh.

“Up!” Ronan found his voice as a third round of attacks blistered his and Rika’s shield.

A small army of sorcerers swarmed the ground launching fire and lightning at Rika and Ronan.

Ronan channeled spirit and reinforced his and Rika’s shields. He leaned over Rika’s shoulder and flattened his palm against her singed flesh.

White healing magic flowed over Rika's body closing her wounds.

Ronan closed his eyes and focused inward directing healing flows into his own body. Relief, instant and complete, allowed his mind to focus. He channeled enhancement magic toughening his flesh and bone.

Like a hunter’s prey flushed from hiding, Rika climbed higher. She tore through the canopy’s lowest branches and set a course leading into the waiting jaws of the circling dragons.

Ronan’s stomach hardened, and he pushed away rising panic. In either direction, disaster waited. Which path offered the best chance for survival?

Ronan clenched his jaw and raised his gaze toward the heavens. With steeled determination, he pulled free his sheba blade and channeled magic through its core. He leaned into Rika’s ear. “Fly straight upward as fast as you can and don’t stop for anything!” He swung his blade high overhead in tight fast circles.

Rika broke through the canopy like a fiery comet trailing a thick tail of blue smoke. With a burst of speed she soared into the open sky. Her wings beat faster and she surged forward setting a collision course with an oncoming dragon’s open mouth.

The gray dragon stretched its mouth wide displaying glistening rows of sharp white fangs.

Ronan leaned to his side clinging to the saddle using only his leg strength to hang on. With both hands, he tightened his grip on his blade and drew it backward readying a swing.

The sheba blade glowed streaking the overcast afternoon sky with a ribbon of cherry-red light.

Rika dodged left missing the dragon’s fangs by a hair’s breadth.

Ronan loosed a guttural shout swinging his blade like an executioner’s ax.

The dragon chomped its mouth shut finding empty air while lowering its head as Ronan’s blade flew past missing by an inch.

The sorcerer seated atop the gray dragon’s saddle raised his whip trying to stop the blur of red death flashing toward his neck.

In the next instant, Ronan’s blade severed the sorcerer’s hand holding the whip and never slowed as it bit through his neck. The sorcerer’s face froze in an expression of wide-eyed horror. His head rolled from his shoulders dropping into the smoldering forest canopy. His disembodied hand followed, and hot blood gushed in a misty spray from the stump of his neck and wrist.

The gray-scaled dragon climbed higher shucking off the sorcerer’s headless corpse. It pitched right and streaked southward avoiding further confrontation.

Rika broke into clear sky and dove left toward a fresh section of the forest canopy.

Ronan’s gaze locked on the first tree providing his first clear view of the tree where his father fought for his life.

Two dozen dragons circled above its smoking hulk bombarding its branches with fire and lightning. The sorcerers riding atop their backs launched elemental attacks from outstretched hands. Burned corpses of Ayralen archers and soldiers littered the tree's smoldering decks.

The final remnants of the proud Ayralen Assembly burned inside the charred remains of the dying tree.

Ronan’s jaw hung open, and he felt the blood drain from his face. An earsplitting screech jolted Ronan while numb shock rolled over his body. He reached down sliding his hand along Rika’s trembling flank. His sheba blade hung loose dangling from his hand, and he gaped in horror at the unfolding disaster.

A heavy groan rolled over the forest floor shaking the ground like an earthquake. For miles in every direction, the forest’s canopy rattled and shook. The first tree’s trunk burst into orange flame and caved inward. A wave of black death rolled across the remaining trees as they stopped moving and death descended on the Heartwood.

Confession

 

The sound of crackling fire mixed with the stench of smoldering wood and burned flesh. Both hung heavy in the stronghold's night air.

Tara had lingered, unmoving for hours, long after the battle shouts had faded. Even now, well after sunset, she rocked back and forth above Bawold’s courtyard. She stared into the darkness stretched like death’s blanket across corpses spanning the courtyard.

She’d collected a bounty of souls inside the fortress. A small but formidable force of dark soldiers and souleaters stood ready in the courtyard below. But, she’d lost her will to fight. Her lifeless minions couldn’t touch the brilliant, untamed vitality of the soul knights. Her pets served as tools, nothing more. She cared not a whit for their existence, but her heart ached for General Demos.

Three months ago, General Demos had argued his case before the Baerinese war council. He brought forward sound facts arguing that rising water had rendered the continent uninhabitable. General Andreas and General Pietro disagreed believing the floodwaters would recede. But, Tara had sided with Gregor and agreed to return to Meranthia. Over the centuries, Tara had tried to stay out of Baerinese politics. But, General Demos made such a convincing and impassioned argument, she found refusal impossible.

Of course, her fondness for Gregor Demos went beyond the political. He’d never shown a hint of fear or hesitation around Tara. During his life, he’d treated Tara as a daughter instead of a human oddity. He'd shown her compassion even when she deserved none. In return, she’d allowed the Baerinese to live their lives without her interference.

Despite her pact, the clan leaders still reacted with hesitation and fear whenever Tara spoke. The war council deferred to her leadership without question. Many Baerinese recalled darker times when she’d not shown such restraint. Not a citizen among them showed any desire for a return to her bloody reign three centuries ago.

Gregor Demos, chief of the largest war clan in Baerin’s central plains, had uncovered Tara’s lost humanity. He had somehow triggered emotions she’d buried since her apprenticeship to Elan. He’d provided Tara a sense of family and place from the moment she’d met him two hundred years ago. But, he never failed to remind her how humankind had mistreated her and the lost civilization of Baerin.

A heavy ache settled in Tara’s chest. She’d not remembered feeling so alone since she’d left Meranthia’s shore two-thousand years ago. She played back Elan’s words in her head. Words she’d recalled countless times. Despite the fact she’d saved his life, Elan had flown into a rage when he discovered Tara’s secret experiments. He’d claimed her research on the human soul’s trapped energy potential an abomination. Tara had unlocked mysteries surpassing the legendary magician himself. Elan turned his back on her. She’d seen the revulsion in his eye. The utter contempt in his icy glare had cut her far worse than any blade ever could.

Melted snow hissed from the red-hot beams and wooden struts supporting Bawold’s barracks. In the courtyard, shadowy forms shifted and moved under the moonlit night. Tara’s minions shuttled water from Bawold's large central well. They splattered bucket after bucket against the remaining pockets of burning wood.

Tara leaned against the cold stone parapet and wiped frozen tears from her cheeks. Her gaze drifted to Ripool’s lone light source on this cold midwinter’s night.

Thin wispy clouds drifted across the full moon spilling crisp shadows across Ripool’s streets.

Should she end it now? She could relieve centuries of suffering. What did she hope to achieve here anyway? She’d helped the Baerinese become the most powerful civilization on earth. They didn’t need her to conquer Meranthia, did they? She had a personal reason for crossing the sea. A reason so secret she’d never told anyone. Not even General Demos.

Could this young king help her? His soul had burned with an intensity she’d never seen. Even Elan’s soul hadn’t caused her such panic, but did he have power enough to lift her curse?

In Ripool’s night sky, the moonlight revealed a flickering shadow above Bawold’s courtyard.

Tara’s heart slammed against her chest, and she leaped to her feet. She channeled weaves of dark magic calling forward a dozen of her nearby creatures. Had the day’s events left her spooked, or had she seen something? The soul knight and his wretched guardian pet had means to attack, but how many others lurked in the shadows with him? She spun in quick circles craning her neck upward searching the sky around her. Steam clouds, coming in short quick bursts, puffed from her open mouth.

A heavy scratching noise came from the parapet six-feet behind Tara followed by a low steady hissing sound.

Tara whirled as a pair of dark soldiers appeared at her side drawing heavy swords from scabbards strapped to their belt.

“Mistress! Please!” The towering figure of General Gregor Demos sat atop a thin polished saddle strapped to the back of a leathery draco.

The draco opened its mouth revealing a long thin yellow tongue and a set of short razor sharp teeth. It hissed and beat its bony wings preparing for flight.

A wave of instant relief washed over Tara, and her previous doubts and fears vanished. She dismissed her dark soldiers, and they retreated into the shadows leaving Tara alone with General Demos. “Gregor!” A wide smile broke over her face and she stepped back allowing General Demos room to dismount.

The frail appearing draco leaped ahead as quickly as a summer sparrow. Its sharp talons skittered and slipped across the ice covered stone.

General Demos slid his leg over the draco’s back and hopped from the leather saddle.

The draco glanced back at General Demos, bared its short jagged teeth, and screeched. Flapping its wings, it leaped from the stronghold’s wall taking flight. The draco climbed surveying the courtyard below before passing above Bawold’s highest scout tower.

With outstretched talons it descended, settling atop the tower’s wooden roof. The spindly draco turned in a tight half-circle, tucked in its bony wings, and curled into a ball. It settled its long snout atop its hindquarters and dozed.

Tara leaped forward and wrapped her arms around General Demos. She pressed her cheek against his cold steel breastplate and smiled.

General Demos stiffened at Tara’s touch. “Mistress, I was never in real danger although many of our soldiers did sacrifice their lives.” He settled his hand over Tara’s long auburn hair and ran his hand downward smoothing away bits of gray ash and loose snow.

“I was so worried Gregor. Why didn’t you come sooner?” Tara stepped away from General Demos and gazed into his yellow and black eyes.

“I seized the opportunity and followed the soul knight,” General Demos said. “I’m sorry for abandoning you, but I couldn’t rest without knowing where he went.”

Tara found herself nodding. “Yes, of course. That makes perfect sense. You’ll have to excuse me Gregor. The day proved more challenging than I’d bargained for, and I’m not quite feeling myself.”

General Demos bowed. “It’s understandable mistress.”

“What have you discovered?”

“We lost track of the soul knight over the valley beyond the mountain range. He and the guardian traveled further inland, and our draco could no longer keep pace.”

“Did you find the soldiers who fled the city?”

“I haven’t received reports on their movement. But, they followed the only road leading from Ripool. It shouldn’t be hard to track them in the daylight.”

“I don’t want you going after them without me Gregor. It’s too dangerous.”

“There were only a few dozen soldiers mistress. I don’t see an advantage chasing them down.” General Demos’s gaze flickered outward over the sea. “And we face a much larger problem than the one presented by a few fleeing soldiers.”

“What do you mean?”

“This port provides an excellent landing point for our fleet, but we can’t stay here.”

“Can’t stay? Do you fear retaliation? I’ve captured enough creatures to face a much larger foe,” Tara said. “Maybe even the king himself.”

General Demos’s gaze flickered downward, and he held still a moment before continuing. “If the soul knights return with an army including those aligned with the Earth Mother, we face a foe with great strength. We lost a hundred and fifty warriors aboard the Damocles, and this city offers no escape. We’ve no way out by sea, and, with only a single road leading from Ripool, we’re trapped.”

Tara felt her shoulders tighten. “What do you propose? Our fleet needs this port.”

General Demos nodded. “I saw lights coming from several villages along the road leading from the mountain pass. You can collect those souls and strengthen our force before returning to Ripool. I’ve sent scouts to intercept the fleet and report back their location. If we’re lucky we might trap the king’s army inside Ripool and smash him from both sides.”

Tara nodded. If Ronan led his army into Ripool they’d never expect the fleet’s arrival. They could take Meranthia far easier than she’d ever imagined.

“There’s a village a day’s march to the west just beyond the pass. We can go there first,” General Demos said.

“It’s a good plan General Demos. We should sleep. Dawn comes in a few hours and we’ll need the rest. My pets will stand guard.”

***

Black smoke billowed thousands of feet above the Heartwood’s center hanging like a tumor. Smoke mingled with low-hanging clouds creating a horrific shroud on the dead forest canopy.

Seated atop the dragon’s saddle, Danielle turned her gaze away. She stared at the approaching ground her face numb with shock. She knew in her gut the smoke came from the first tree.

The dragon carrying Aren, Danielle, and Arber touched down outside a sprawling desert camp. Scores of dragons and their sorcerer handlers landed beside them along a long thin strip on the camp's perimeter.

A pair of gray-haired shaman lingered near a crackling fire where a whole boar roasted, rotating on a crystalline spit. The shorter round-faced shaman laughed holding his stomach. His taller counterpart nodded and grinned before sipping from a wooden mug. Each man showed little concern for the dead forest lying a half-mile away.

Without asking permission, Danielle slid from the jeweled saddle. Arber sat watching her, his face awash with concern.

Danielle faced the dead Heartwood and sank to her knees. She opened her mouth wide but couldn’t take a breath as a cold numb washed across her body. She shook her head and felt her loose blond ringlets tickle her tear-stained cheeks. A low soul-wrenching groan came from deep inside her body, and she tried to force air into her lungs. A pool of adrenaline raced through Danielle’s arms and legs, and she felt her muscles turn to jelly. “No!” She spoke the word, but it sounded like a garbled, disjointed grunt as it crossed her lips.

Arber slid from the saddle and knelt beside Danielle sliding his arm around her waist. He whispered soft, tender words in her ear. “I’m sorry Danielle.”

Rage roared like hot steam from a boiling teakettle as Danielle turned a smoldering glare on Arber. Using a tone oozing with calculated restraint she spoke words soft and low as she clung to the edge of murder. “Get your hands off me you murderous bastard.” Her gaze bored a hole through Arber’s bald head. “You killed my father.” Her voice trembled and her body shook as she spoke words no child should ever utter about a parent.

Arber removed his hand, nodded, and stood, his gaze lingering over the devastated forest. Tears rolled down his bronze skin, but his expression remained firm and stiff. “There’s so much you don’t understand Danielle.”

Aren appeared behind Danielle and gripped her arm yanking her to her feet. “I’ll not having you milling about unguarded. The emperor will want to speak with you.” He moved in front of Danielle and led her through camp.

Danielle offered no resistance. All her fight had died with the forest. Her thoughts turned to her father who’d faced down his enemies and lost everything. Then to Brees who believed he could make a difference for his people. Her head drifted up and her gaze locked on the back of Aren’s close-cropped hair. The sorcerer’s brother died trying to save his own people from certain extinction yet Aren knew nothing. Would he even care?

Arber stumbled beside Danielle as a meaty hand shoved his shoulder from behind. “You’ve played your part Ayralen,” a deep rough voice said. “Maybe the emperor will spare your life, but I doubt it.” Deep baritone laughter came from behind Arber. But, former guardian ignored the taunt showing no emotion.

Aren walked past crude crystalline huts serving as tents would in an Ayralen camp. Overhead, a thin barrier of blue light filtered the southern sun’s brutal onslaught. The shaman’s magical construction performed its job well. It lowered the temperature beneath the canopy by twenty-five degrees. 

A dozen sorcerers and shaman followed Danielle and Arber’s march through camp. They took up positions to their left and right guiding them toward a building on the camp’s far southern edge.

The Obsith’s treatment of Arber both confused and surprised Danielle. Why would they treat an ally like a prisoner? He’d helped them steal Lora’s Sphere and destroy the forest. He’d even admitted his treachery in his journal.

Aren stopped before a crystalline building like others they’d passed but smaller. The odd hut also lacked two key features present in the camp’s other buildings.

The camp’s workers had built the prison’s walls using thick clear crystal.

Above the crystal building, a square hole appeared in the shaman’s sun filter matching the roof’s outline. The clear crystal would focus the sun’s heat like a magnifying glass broiling the prisoners inside. 

Danielle could shift forms and escape this place in an instant, but she couldn’t leave Lora’s Sphere with these madmen.

A pair of beefy shaman pried loose a heavy crystal block serving as a prison door. Searing heat spilled from the room’s interior like a baker’s oven on a hot midsummer afternoon.

Aren craned his neck upward and glared at Arber. “She’s alive just as we promised,” Aren folded his arms. “Now that the emperor has the sphere, you’ve nothing left to bargain.” A crooked smile twisted his face. “I can’t wait to watch you hang.” His appraising gaze moved over Arber’s body while a look of pure disgust settled over his features. “Get in.” Aren glanced toward Danielle. “Both of you. The emperor will summon you when it suits his mood.”

Danielle followed Arber into the empty prison building. The crystal door snapped into place behind them.

A heavy thud shook the building’s thick walls as the shaman outside secured the door.

Clear crystal outcroppings jutted outward on each of the room’s four walls. Keeping silent, Arber plodded across a sandy floor hot enough to melt exposed flesh. He sat on the crystal bench and leaned forward wiping droplets of sweat from his glistening bald head.

The room’s stagnant air and broiling temperature drained Danielle’s last drops of strength. She stumbled across the burning sand and collapsed onto the bench opposite Arber.

Taking deep breaths in the superheated air burned Danielle’s lungs, and she fought a growing surge of panic. Despite her exhaustion and bodies demand for cool air, she forced short even breaths and willed herself to stay calm.

Arber remained still seemingly unaffected by the prison’s overwhelming conditions.

Danielle had traveled thousands of miles to pry answers from the disgraced guardian. Now that she sat across from him, she no longer wanted answers. Would his explanations matter now? But, his rough treatment and Aren’s final words piqued her curiosity. “What did Aren mean a minute ago? And why are you locked in here at all? For everything you’ve done, they should be giving you a hero’s welcome.”

Sweat streamed down Arber’s head and face, and he cocked his head toward Danielle. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.” His perspiration soaked tunic clung to his body highlighting a score of rips and cuts mixed with layers of filth. Dirt and moisture streaked his stained pants that appeared every bit as worn and shredded as the rest of his outfit.

Danielle pushed away a swath of her soaked blond ringlets sticking to her cheeks and forehead. Arber looked like he’d climbed a mountain and crossed the desert in the same shirt and pants he’d worn last summer. That struck her as odd. He could’ve changed clothing a hundred times in Obsith’s capital. She leaned forward and took a good long look in his direction.

His shirt had pulled away near his shoulders revealing three crisscrossing welts raised on his flesh. The lines appeared red and swollen, and Danielle’s stomach fluttered with apprehension. “Arber, show me your back.”

Arber’s brow furrowed, and he gazed into Danielle’s eyes. “Why?”

“Show me.” Danielle paused and took care considering her next word. “Please.”

Arber let go  a deep breath and nodded. He turned so his back faced Danielle. Even before he raised his shirt, long streaks of blood and shredded fabric revealed much about his time spent among the Obsith.

Despite the heat, a tingle of dread rippled along the base of Danielle’s neck, and she bit her lower lip.

Arber raised his shirt revealing a dozen long whip marks stretching from his shoulders to his waistline. Raised pockets of puss and blood oozed from several red streaks looking infected and in need of treatment.

Despite what he’d done, in that moment Danielle’s heart broke. She reached for her pouch, but found it missing. She carried nothing that could treat his wounds or cure his infection. Her voice trembled as she spoke. “Oh Arber…” She shook her head as silent tears rolled down her cheeks. “What happened?”

Arber lowered his shirt, turned, and leaned against the wall wincing in pain. “Where should I start?”

“At the beginning,” Danielle said. “What happened in Freehold last summer?”

Arber held her gaze for several long heartbeats before he spoke. “I’ll say first that no matter how crazy my story might sound, it’s true. Every bit of it. Every decision I made. Every action I took. It was all to save Ayralen.”

Danielle nodded. He sounded convincing.

His shoulders sagged, and he closed his eyes leaning forward. “Pride pulled Brendyn and me from the death camp and stowed us away in his dungeon. Brendyn was at the end of his rope Danielle. He would pace the cell morning, noon, and night. I thought he was going to have a mental breakdown. Anyway, Pride must have sent for him because he disappeared one day, and I never saw him again.”

Danielle held her tongue not wanting to reveal any details of Brendyn’s fate until she’d heard his story.

“After he left, I had a strange visit,” Arber said.

“From who?”

Arber sighed. “This is the part that’s hard to believe, but it’s the truth. I swear it.”

In all the years she’d know him, Danielle had never heard Arber speak an untruth no matter how slight. She considered his character beyond reproach which made his duplicity that much more painful. “What is it Arber?”

“I remember the visit, and I remember what the visitor said. But, I can’t remember anything about the person. I can’t even tell you if the visitor was a man or a woman?”

“Maybe you were hallucinating?”

Arber shook his head. “The visitor put me into some sort of trance. I don’t know how else to describe it. After that, visions played in my head.”

“Visions?”

“I’ve seen it all Danielle. The visitor showed me visions of dragons, sorcerers, and strange desert cities. In my vision you were next to me crying in the sand, and we watched the Heartwood die. I’ve seen visions of Ronan in the mountains speaking with Rika and an old woman.”

“How do I know you’re not lying?”

Arber never hesitated. “I saw a vision of Keely. An atter struck her hip in the desert. Did that happen?”

Danielle’s pulse quickened, and she leaned forward. “How did you know that? Did Aren tell you?” But as she spoke the words, she knew Aren couldn’t have told Arber. Danielle thought back on his brief visit to Brees’s home. He’d paid no attention to Keely, nor did he ask about her. She leaned against the blurry crystalline wall and winced. The sweat soaking her dress sizzled like bacon in a skillet. She straightened and used the cloth covering her wrist to soak up a bucket of perspiration streaming down her forehead.

The conversation’s direction caused a pang of dread to darken her thoughts. What would he reveal next? Did she want to know?

“The visitor said the Heartwood’s survival was of extreme importance to humankind,” Arber said. “The visitor said the visions were of a future that might be, but I had the power to change it.”

“How?” She thought she knew, but wanted to hear him say it.

“The visitor told me to destroy either Elan’s Heart or Lora’s Heart. If I did, shard magic might die, but humanity would live on.”

“Saved? From the Obsith?” Danielle said.

Arber shook his head. “In the visions, I saw the plague decimate the Obsith.”

Danielle’s stomach twisted. “Without the Heartwood, the plague will kill everyone won’t it? Does the fruit’s antidote fade over time?”

“I can’t say for sure, but every vision has come true since my…failure.” Arber hung his head.

“You wanted Pride to destroy Lora’s Heart didn’t you?”

Arber lifted his head and stared without focus as if recalling old memories. “The visitor assured me no harm would come to you or Ronan. I refused to help otherwise.” His focus sharpened as his gaze locked on Danielle’s. “Yes. I wanted it destroyed. You would too if you’d seen what I’ve seen.”

“But, that didn’t happen,” Danielle said.

Arber shook his head. “If I failed to destroy either heart, the visitor told me to meet a man named Martell at the forest’s edge. The visitor said he could help me.”

“Help you with what?”

“Help me stop the invasion. If we could convince the emperor of the Heartwood’s importance, he might alter his plans.”

“He didn’t believe you, did he?” Danielle said.

Arber shook his head. “No. He thought it was a trick.”

A horrible thought struck Danielle. If Arber hadn’t visited the desert, the plague wouldn’t have spread. The Obsith could’ve lived ignorant of the Ayralens for decades longer. She almost spoke the theory out loud, but realized he would've reached the same conclusion by now. “Arber, it would’ve happened regardless. You know that right? It was only a matter of time.”

“The emperor seemed surprised by visit, but not shocked. It felt like he’d been waiting for the news.”

“What bargain did you make with him?”

“Danielle, I saw thousands of sorcerers gathered in Zen. The Obsith have ten times as many shaman and sorcerers as we have wardens and guardians. Even if you added the Meranthian shard knights the ratio wouldn’t change. That’s too large an advantage to overcome, and that’s without their pet dragons.”

“Arber, the bargain?” Danielle said.

“The emperor promised to leave the forest whole…and to leave you unharmed. In exchange, I’d lead him to Lora’s Sphere.”

“How did you know where to find it?”

Arber shrugged. “Even though I’ve released the magic, I feel an affinity for it. I feel it now.”

“Why didn’t you come to me with this before you gave Lora’s Heart to Merric Pride?”

Arber raised his eyebrows. “Would you’ve believed me?”

Danielle recalled her emotional and mental state last summer. “No. I would’ve thought you’d lost your mind.”

A slight smile flickered across Arber’s face. “Maybe I have.”

Danielle stood, crossed the room, and sat beside Arber. She gripped his massive hand and squeezed. “I’m sorry for what I said earlier. It was wrong, and it’s not true.”

“So you believe me then?”

She leaned her head against his shoulder and nodded. “I’m sorry about Martell. He sounds like a good man.”

“He was a good man. There are others like him among the Obsith. They’re a decent people Danielle, and don’t deserve what’s about to happen to them.”

“Martell was a shaman?”

Arber nodded, and his grin widened. “I couldn’t figure out how he could walk all day in the desert and never sweat. Once I discovered his power, we had a good laugh about it.” His grin faded, and his expression turned bleak. “I didn’t even think about the plague when he fell sick. I shouldn’t have listened to the visitor. If I’d left the desert people alone, they wouldn’t be dying right now.”

“Our contact with the Obsith was unavoidable. It just so happens it was you.” Danielle said. “Besides, there’s no point reliving a past we can’t change. We need to find solutions to our present problems.”

Arber nodded. “Thank you.”

“Did the emperor reveal anything of his plans?”

“He didn’t, but Martell believed he’d need both spheres to carry out his plan.”

“Then Meranthia’s next.” Danielle sighed.

“He won’t know where to find it,” Arber said.

“Which means he’ll have to flush out Ronan just like he did me in the Heartwood,” Danielle said.

“In my visions, I saw Freehold under attack,” Arber said.

Danielle nodded. “We can’t leave camp without Lora’s Sphere.”

Arber raised his brow as if surprised. “We?”

“You didn’t think I’d leave you here to die? Not after everything you’ve just told me, did you?”

Arber’s face reddened, and his condition appeared unrelated to the heat. “Thank you for believing me Danielle. No matter what happens, my spirit can rest easy. But, the emperor must have a dozen sorcerers guarding Lora’s Sphere.”

“We’ll make it out of here Arber. There’ll be no talk of dying.” Danielle turned her head toward the sphere she felt less than twenty yards away. “How much do the Obsith know of guardian powers?”

“I can’t say for sure. I’ve not mentioned them to anyone. Not even Martell.” 

A loud grating noise came from the cell’s crystal door, and a moment later it slid free. A stiff breeze blew through the open door settling over Danielle and Arber.

Fresh cool air washed over Danielle’s skin drying sweat in her hair and face. She experienced instant relief on a level she’d never dreamed possible. She closed her eyes and enjoyed the moment shutting out the figure standing outside the prison’s open doorway.

The high-pitched whine marking Aren Broderick’s unwanted presence shattered Danielle’s brief respite. “On your feet.” His gaze flickered between Arber and Danielle. “The emperor wants to see both of you right now.”

A Forest Find

 

A thunderous groan preceded a loud crack that rang like a funeral toll across the Heartwood. The first tree, engulfed in flames, split near its center separating the upper limbs and branches from its thick root base. As the tree fell, a storm of smoke and embers blew upward sending an avalanche of ash and charred debris shooting skyward.

Ronan’s mouth hung open too stunned to move. A cold numb sensation started at the base of his skull and spread along his spine creeping into his fingers and toes. At his side, his sheba blade hung still and limp.

Rika loosed an earsplitting screech and glided in a semi-circle around the first tree’s wreckage. She tilted left arcing downward toward the forest floor three-hundred feet below.

Dozens of Ayralen archers leaped from the falling tree’s fiery upper decks. Bloodcurdling screams rose above the first tree’s groans. Its human defenders fell into a tomb of black smoke and ash a hundred feet below.

Ronan sheathed his blade and raised his hand preparing spirit to shield the falling archers when the sky went black. Movement, swift and sudden, jerked Ronan’s body sideways ripping him off Rika’s back.

Ronan’s shield flashed, and a spider’s web of glowing blue lines crisscrossed its outer shell. From the billows of smoke, a mid-sized dragon roared, streaming spirit magic from its ten-foot tail.

The dragon arced lower disappearing into the churn of smoke and ash. Ronan plummeted, and the nauseating sensation of falling set his heart racing.

Rika’s wings flapped in desperation, but she couldn’t overcome the dragon’s crushing blow. She fell a few feet to Ronan’s right while her shield pulsed with shades of white and blue like an earthquake’s aftershock.

Ronan’s stomach lurched, and he twisted his body sideways trying to grab Rika’s extended talons. If he lost contact with her, he couldn’t shield her body from impact. His fingertips brushed her leg then slipped away before his hand closed on empty air.

The gulf separating Ronan and Rika widened and filled with thick clouds of black smoke and ash.

Ronan pushed layers of spirit around his body hoping to blunt the trauma of impact. He searched the surrounding smoke for Rika’s shield but would’ve had more luck staring through a stone wall. He channeled magic into his vision, but he couldn’t overcome thousands of tons of burning ash.

Ronan gained speed as time itself slowed. At any moment, he’d hit the ground, and he braced himself for his second crash landing that month.

Impact came without warning. Ronan’s shield burst into a radiant globe of blue and white energy shining like a beacon in the twist of burning limbs and branches. He bounced six-feet off the ground and craned his neck sideways searching for a flash of light marking Rika’s location.

From what appeared ten miles away, a hazy flash of white energy blazed bright enough to mark Rika’s location.

Ronan’s shield clattered and sizzled before resting against the embers of a fallen tree limb. His shield strained to protect his body from the orange coals glowing like a campfire under his backside. He felt his magic reserves drain under the relentless pressure.

Ronan rolled sideways while keeping his gaze locked on Rika’s position. He stood and sharp pain flared in his lower back sending jolts of agony through his upper hamstring. He channeled Elan’s healing magic and quenched the pain. He prayed Rika’s shield withstood the dragon’s blow and a three-hundred foot fall, but he had serious doubts. If he could find her in time, he could heal her injuries.

He staggered forward pushing aside burning limbs and bobbing globs of fiery leaves and fruit. White smoke curled from his shield, but the raw heat seeping through sent sweat rolling through his hair and down his face.

Ten-feet ahead, a clear patch of ground revealed itself not far from Rika’s crash site.

Ronan paused in the clearing and peered through the heavy smoke scanning a smoking pile of dead heartwood. Amid the blackened limbs, Rika’s dark leather armor would make too perfect camouflage.

Rika’s silver boot buckle gleamed atop a blackened branch seeping white smoke from its ash covered bark. She’d lost her hawk’s form and lay motionless between two broken branches.

A hard lump formed in Ronan’s throat, and he stumbled over a mountain of twisted branches until he stood six feet from Rika’s limp body.

Rika lay high atop a mountain of deadwood. She appeared unconscious, and the shield surrounding her body had burned away.

Ronan began climbing the pile of wreckage and froze.

Beneath Rika, the limbs twisted and moved causing her body to jumble and slide inward. Flames licked the wreckage opposite Rika, and if her movement continued, she’d fall face first into the fire.

Ronan froze, his gaze locked on the moving pile.

Beneath the heartwood mountain, a pair of glittering sapphire eyes opened. A massive dragon’s head twisted to face Ronan. Smoke curled from flared nostrils at the end of a long ebony-scaled snout. It blinked and tilted its massive head staring at Ronan like some rare delicacy.

A sharp pang of fear constricted Ronan’s chest and spiking adrenaline rushed through his muscles. On rubbery legs, he lifted a shaky palm toward Rika and channeled spirit surrounding her with a fresh shield. “I mean you no harm.” Despite his best effort, his voice shook as he spoke.

Near the dragon’s head, a charred corpse lay face down with arms and legs splayed across uneven limbs and branches. A singed burlap robe worn by Obsith sorcerers clung like a second skin to a child-sized body. The riderless dragon showed no concern for the corpse and kept its gaze leveled on Ronan.

Ronan’s gaze flickered toward Rika before settling on the dragon’s pure blue eyes. “I don’t want to trouble you. I just need to collect the woman lying atop your back. Then I’ll be on my way.”

A heavy external force pressed against Ronan’s mind, and on instinct, he pushed back. He pulled in a ragged breath, and his eyes widened. The last time he’d experienced something so strange, he stood in Lora’s Garden speaking with her spirit.

Ronan recalled Rika’s words about a dragon’s ability to communicate when they chose. He let go a sharp breath and decided to take a risk. The muscles in his shoulders tensed, and he closed his eyes before opening his mind.

The mental push came again, softer, as if hesitating. Finding no resistance, the entity entered Ronan’s mind with the looming presence of a grand noble. Its baritone voice spoke in Ronan’s mind with clarity unlike any he’d ever experienced.

“Why do you fear me human?” The dragon spoke in Ronan’s head. He lowered his gleaming black head until his gazed stood even with Ronan’s.

Ronan’s toes curled, and goose bumps rose on his flesh. The voice felt alien and awkward like a person starting a conversation while standing an inch from his face. He pushed out a short hard breath and tried to stay calm. Pushing his thoughts outward he spoke. Ronan tipped his head toward Rika. “My lady friend is lying atop your back near that flame, and I’m afraid for her life.” As an afterthought he added, “and mine too.”

The dragon’s eyes narrowed, and he cocked his head an inch to his right as if confused. “You say strange things for a being whose soul shines like the sun.”

Ronan had heard enough about his bloody soul. “Please, I mean you no harm. I’ll collect my friend and leave you in peace.”

The dragon opened its long ash streaked snout revealing three rows of gleaming white teeth. It shook its massive head and glared narrowing its eyes. “I’ll not let you have her human.”

Ronan froze and leaned away from the dragon’s overpowering stare. He channeled both enhancement and shield magic increasing his strength and physical protection. He thickened the shield already surrounding his body giving it enough resistance to stop a pack of angry saber cats. In a blur of motion, he pulled free the sheba blade strapped to his back. Crimson light filled the darkness and reflected from the magnificent dragon's gleaming black scales.

As Ronan brought forth his blade, the dragon lowered its neck and closed its sapphire eyes. With a guttural scream he sent his blade downward in a streak of glowing red death. An overpowering sense of wrongness settled over him like a smothering blanket. He froze his blade a hair’s breadth from the dragon’s neck.

The dragon cracked its right eye open revealing a thin sliver of its ocean blue eyes. “Kill me!”

Ronan stiffened as if slapped. A thin layer of sweat and ashen grime coated the back of his shaking hands. His body screamed for him to finish the beast and take Rika. But, a kernel of doubt festered like one of the thousands of burning embers dotting the forest floor.

“I’m begging you. Kill me and take her. I’ll not harm you.” The dragon’s words came desperate and haunting.

Ronan released the power flowing through his blade and sheathed it. “Why should I kill you?”

“I’ve destroyed your forest and killed your people. I’ve earned the right to a quick death.”

Ronan shook his head. “I’ll not kill you outright. I’m not a butcher.” He slipped past the dragon’s head and climbed atop the heavy limbs and branches that buried its body inside a heartwood coffin.

As Ronan moved past its snout, the dragon made no move to strike or lash out. It twisted its neck following Ronan’s movement up the wreckage until he reached Rika.

Ronan knelt and scooped up Rika as if she weighed no more than a child. He placed two fingers against her neck and felt a strong steady pulse. As a precaution, he channeled flows of white magic and wrapped them over her body repairing any lingering injury.

A low groan escaped her throat, and her lips parted as if to speak.

Ronan moved backward easing down the twisted wreckage until he stood near the dragon’s head. He knelt handling Rika like a piece of his grandmother’s fine white porcelain stretching her out on the ground. He slipped free his jacket, folded it into a neat square, and slipped it beneath Rika’s head. With a wave of his wrist he strengthened the shield surrounding her and bent brushing her lips with his. “Rest for a minute my love. You’ve taken a hard fall.”

“I’m broken human. Please finish me. Don’t make me grovel,” the dragon said.

Ronan stood and faced the beast, but the fear he’d felt a moment ago evaporated. “Is that your master?” Ronan nodded toward the sorcerer’s charred corpse.

The dragon’s eyes narrowed, and he bore his jagged teeth. “I greeted his death with joy in my heart. If I could do the same to his brethren, I would, no matter the price.”

“What’s your name?” Ronan said.

“You don’t need my name to end my life,” the dragon said. “Enough chatter. Use your blade and end this.”

Ronan tipped his head in greeting and slid the backpack from his shoulder. “My name’s Ronan Latimer, and if I’m to kill you, I should know your name at the very least.”

The dragon’s brow furrowed with annoyance. “I’m called Thoth by my kind.”

As Ronan’s leather pack met the ground, the flap opened, and the shaggy white bear cub leaped out. He pitched his nose skyward breathing in the bitter stench of burning leaf and wood. His nose curled, and he shook his head right and left as if trying to shake loose the stench.

The cub caught sight of Rika lying unconscious near Ronan’s feet. He waddled across the charred earth before curling up beside her waist.

“Your kind has destroyed an entire nation slaughtering thousands of innocent people,” Ronan said. “You’ve not earned my pity or respect. Why should I help you?”

“How could one with a soul such as yours not see the truth? Open your eyes and see.” Thoth said.

Ronan hadn’t the faintest idea how he could see any truth in the dragons’ despicable actions. “My eyes are wide open, and I’ve seen your kind destroy mine without mercy or compassion.” He glared at Thoth as fresh anger flashed in his head. “Women and children were among those you murdered. You deserve nothing!”

Thoth’s blue eyes softened. “You’re blind.”

“I told you —”

“I don’t mean your vision human. My kind has served yours for centuries, but it’s not the partnership you might imagine.”

Ronan recalled Moira’s story about the dragons enslaved and controlled by Trace. He kept his thoughts guarded letting Thoth explain his version of events. “I’m listening.”

“The Obsith emperor, a human named Trace, discovered a way to control many of my kind centuries ago,” Thoth said.

“Many of your kind? Not all?”

“Trace can control dragons born with elemental magic. He cannot enslave those born with other magical talents. He murders those whelps before they’ve had a chance to flourish.”

“Why haven’t any of your kind escaped?” Ronan said.

“We’ve tried countless times, but his control is absolute.”

Ronan’s anger faded. Dragons had endured centuries of slavery and massacre under Trace’s cruel reign. He’d used them as pawns without regard to their sentient nature. How many had died? How many more would yet die? “What’s wrong with you? Why can’t you fly away?”

“The tree fell, and landed on my back. I fear it’s broken. I’ve no feeling beyond my neck, and without flight, I’m useless.”

“I can help you, if you’d like me to try.”

“Using your white magic?” Thoth said. “I saw your lady wrapped in its flows.”

“It might work, but I’ve never tried healing a creature not human,” Ronan said.

Thoth lowered his neck and flattened his head to the ground. “I’ll not harm you. Step forward.”

As Ronan stepped toward Thoth, the bear cub leaped to his feet and bounded toward Ronan with hair raised.

Ronan knelt and scratched behind the cub’s ears. “It’s okay boy. There’s nothing to fear.”

The bear cub hovered near Ronan’s side, and he continued forward stopping beside Thoth’s massive head.

The dragon’s head came to Ronan’s waist while its neck disappeared into the tangle of shredded heartwood.

Ronan channeled healing magic, and white energy flows swirled over his hands. He flattened his palm against Thoth’s neck and directed the white healing magic between his shining scales.

White magic drifted like smoke across the beast’s dark scales. It seeped through the sharp edges and cracks crisscrossing his back. Thoth’s eyes widened as the magic took affect inside his body.

Thoth’s injuries demanded greater energy, and Ronan staggered under the dragon’s thirst for healing. Blackness crept at the edge of his vision, and his legs slackened and wobbled.

The mountain of burning lumber covering Thoth creaked and shifted as the dragon stood on his four thick legs.

Ronan released the healing flows, and his head spun. He rubbed his temples as dizziness left him stunned and disoriented. He dropped to a knee, lowered his head, and flattened his hands against the ground steadying himself.

“Human, you’ve provided me a great gift!” Thoth stretched his wings shaking free bits of ash, twigs, and mud.

The dizziness passed, and Ronan stood. “Thoth, carry information to others of your kind. Free dragons exist. Wild dragons that Trace hasn’t captured. For centuries they’ve waited for the chance to join you in the desert.”

“How can that be? If Trace finds them, he’ll butcher them,” Thoth said.

“Why can’t you fight back? Maybe they could help you?” Ronan said.

“I already told you, the emperor wields absolute control over dragonkind. We’re incapable of resisting. Doing so would kill us.”

Ronan’s brow furrowed. “I don’t understand how that’s possible.”

Thoth stepped forward lowering his neck to the ground. “Come closer and you’ll see.”

Ronan inched near Thoth’s neck and his gaze drifted along the dragon’s head and neck.

“Near the base of my skull, where it meets my neck, you’ll find a crystal wedged between my plates. Do you see it?”

Ronan flattened his palm and called forth a blue orb of spirit holding it near Thoth’s neck.

A golden fragment of sparkling crystal caught the spirit’s bright light. A thin crystalline chain led from the jewel and disappeared between Thoth’s thick ebony plates.

“I see it. What is it?”

“The crystal extends through my skin. Its needle-sharp tip rests on the base of my brain where it intersects with my spinal column. Every dragon the emperor doesn’t slaughter, has a similar crystal implanted at birth.”

“Could I remove it for you?”

Thoth shook his head. “Doing so would kill me in an instant.”

“How does the emperor use them to control you?”

“He controls the crystals using a bracelet joined with his elemental sphere,” Thoth said.

“Can it be removed?” Ronan said.

“It’s unknown. Trace has never faced a human his equal who might try. But, you have enough power.”

“Me?” Ronan’s jaw fell open. “I’ve only held magic rivaling Trace’s for a few months. He’s had centuries of practice and an army of sorcerers. Look what he’s done to the forest. How could I stop him?”

Thoth paused a moment before answering. “If not you, who?”

Ronan clenched his jaw and shook his head. “Thoth, I don’t have the strength.”

“But you do. I can see the strength inside you.”

“I told you, I just earned this magic. It’s —”

“No human. You misunderstand. I speak not of the artificial magic under your control but of the real power blazing inside your soul. It’s separate but a part of you like your heart or mind.”

“That’s what Moira said, she —”

Thoth’s eyes widened. “Moira! Where did you hear that name?”

Near Ronan’s feet, Rika stirred, and a slight moan escaped her lips. “Ronan? Where are you?”

Ronan knelt beside Rika and took her hand. “I’m here Rika.”

She sat upright with eyes closed and rubbed the back of her head. “The first tree…did it really fall?”

“It fell. I’ve not seen any sign of my father or Kelwin, but that doesn’t mean we’ve lost them.”

“We have to find them Ronan.”

“Rika, before you open your eyes, there’s something I need to tell you.”

Ignoring Ronan’s warning, Rika’s eyes shot open, and she screamed. She pushed backward scooting away from Thoth’s towering presence.

Ronan raised his palms trying to calm her. “Rika, it’s okay.”

“Climb on Ronan!” Rika shifted into her hawk form and screeched.

Ronan held up his palms and shook his head. “Rika, wait. It’s not how it looks. He won’t hurt us.”

The bear cub sat on his haunches and cocked his head staring at Rika like she’d lost her mind.

Rika didn’t move for several moments as she looked between Ronan and Thoth. The dragon stood unmoving over Ronan’s right shoulder. She shifted into human form and folded her arms. “Ronan, do you mind explaining what this creature is doing here?” She shot an angry glare toward Thoth.

Ronan spent the next few minutes explaining to Rika what happened after their crash.

Rika glanced over her shoulder toward the fiery wreckage blocking the first tree’s entrance. “How are we going to reach them? What if they’re still alive in there?”

“We’re going to need help to clearing a path, and I fear bringing the knights too close until we’re better prepared,” Ronan said.

“What now?” Rika said. “Trace will come for Elan’s Heart. He’ll destroy Freehold just like he did the Heartwood.”

Ronan’s piercing green eyes held Thoth’s for a long moment. “I might know a way to stop that from happening.”

“You want to go after Trace don’t you? You think you can remove his bracelet?” Rika’s eyes pleaded with him to stop and think. “Ronan, that’s madness.”

“He’s holding Danielle prisoner. I can’t let him kill her. She came for me last year when I needed her, and I won’t abandon her when she needs me. Besides, if we can stop him before he invades Meranthia, we’ll prevent thousands of deaths.”

Rika’s expression softened, and she nodded. “Of course, but do you even know where to find Danielle?”

Ronan closed his eyes and channeled as he had earlier that day. A low thumping sound reverberated in his head originating far to the south. “Yes. I can find her.”

“I can take you to her,” Thoth said. “If Trace is imprisoning her at his camp, I can enter without raising suspicion.”

“Those sorcerers would attack us on sight,” Ronan said.

“I’ve some Obsith clothing in my saddle,” Thoth said. “Lady Rika might pass for a sorcerer provided she keeps her hood raised, and you could be her shaman. I can fly you past the sentries on the camp’s perimeter.”

Ronan furrowed his brow and rubbed his chin. “I can’t think of a better plan. Rika?”

Rika shook her head. “I still think it’s crazy, but if your minds made up, we should enter Trace’s camp during the night.”

Thoth nodded. “Yes, I agree. A nighttime approach would be best.”

“We’ll fly to Elan’s Gap and tell Jeremy our plan,” Ronan said. “He must think we’re dead.”

“I’d advise against that strategy,” Thoth said. “With such thick cloud cover, the dragons can attack at will. Acting with haste will maximize the element of surprise.”

Unease gnawed at Ronan’s stomach. Flying into an enemy camp without telling Jeremy seemed foolhardy, but Danielle needed him. “Jeremy will come looking for us, and he’ll try to dig out any survivors that might live beneath the first tree. I’ll leave him a note, and tell him what I can.”

“It’s settled then,” Rika said.

“We’ll leave at sunset,” Ronan said.

The Emperor

 

The moment she stepped into the emperor’s quarters, Danielle felt Lora’s Sphere call her forward. She wouldn’t leave camp without it. She’d die first. She pushed away sweat-soaked curls clinging to her temple but resisted an urge to pull the sphere toward her and run.

A dozen sorcerers and shaman flanked a man seated atop a jeweled throne along the airy chamber’s far wall. Diamonds, rubies, emeralds, and sapphires blanketed the emperor’s throne. Glittering rings matching the thrones opulence adorned all ten of his fingers.

Flecks of gray sprinkled the temples of the blond-haired emperor, and a thin confident smile appeared on his face. He sat relaxed like a man in charge of his own destiny. His robes, tailored using a high quality burlap, appeared softer than those worn by sorcerers and shaman.

Lining each side of the crystalline chamber, several Obsith women knelt. Each held over-sized fans made of a stiffer version of the burlap material. They worked the fans in a slow steady rhythm toward the emperor’s throne.

To Danielle’s left, Arber stood with perspiration soaking his tattered pants and bloodstained tunic. Unlike Danielle, they’d left him unbound.

A thin chamber of flowing electrical current smelling of overheated metal surrounded Danielle. Her prison walls stood nearly invisible except for electrical waves distorting the air a few feet around her.

Aren slid shut a crystalline door carved with angled slots allowing air currents to circulate the room.

The man seated atop the throne tipped his head toward Danielle in a casual sign of acknowledgment. “My apologies for the crude restrictions imposed on you Earth Mother, but for my own safety, I fear it’s necessary. My name is Trace. I’m emperor of these lands.”

Aren prodded Arber in the back using a short crystal crop. “Kneel before the emperor, fool.”

Arber grunted and fell forward landing on his hands and knees. Perspiration shook free of his bald head disappearing into a rug woven with crystal beads of red, yellow, and green. He lowered his arms and bowed in submission to Trace and the crystal throne.

Aren turned a sharp glare on Danielle and raised his crystal crop in her direction when the emperor held up his palm.

“There’s no need for that Master Aren,” Trace said. “Our guest deserves the respect granted her station. I’ll not see her treated like a commoner.”

Danielle balled her fists and gritted her teeth. “What do you want from me?”

A sideways smirk slid across Trace’s handsome features. “It’s right to the point is it? Alright.” Trace stood and glided across his quarters toward an intricately carved crystalline cabinet. “It’s Miss Deveaux is it not?”

Danielle offered a curt nod, but her glare never wavered.

“What do you know of the earth sphere’s internal workings?” Trace said.

A dull heaviness weighed in the pit Danielle’s stomach. How Lora’s Sphere worked fell well beyond her knowledge, but she couldn’t afford to express any doubt. “I know enough.”

As soon as the words left her lips, Danielle cringed. Her voice sounded hollow and lacked true conviction.

“That’s good. I’m glad to hear you left it well tended in my absence.” Trace knelt and opened the cabinet. He flattened his palm and directed it inside the cabinet’s shadowed recesses. As he stood and stepped backward, the amulet dangling from his neck glowed with bright blue light.

Lora’s Sphere floated free of the cabinet’s shadows. It followed Trace as he stepped backward pausing near Danielle. The air surrounding the sphere looked distorted causing the green energy on its surface to appear smeared.

Danielle opened her mind and reached for Lora’s Sphere willing it toward her. But, her hold on it felt slippery like holding a conversation across a crowded room. She couldn’t quite find the handle.

Trace showed no fear or worry and stared into Danielle’s eyes for several moments without speaking. “You can’t reach it. I’ve made sure of that. You see, I know a great deal about the earth sphere. I made it after all.”

Heat flashed behind Danielle’s eyes, and her gaze latched onto Trace’s confident smirk. “You? Lora created that sphere, not you.”

Trace let go a long sigh. “Two thousand years hasn’t shifted public opinion I see. Even so, it’s true. As its creator, I know you didn’t restore the earth sphere without help.”

A sharp chill flared at the base of Danielle’s neck. She pressed her lips together and decided against speaking further.

Trace shook his head and circled Lora’s Sphere never taking his eyes from its flowing green depths. “The earth sphere is built in tandem with its twin.”

Dread clung like a parasite to Danielle’s thoughts. “I don’t know what you mean.”

Trace pitched his head back and loosed a deep rumbling laugh. “Oh come now. I’ve lived a long life Miss Deveaux. A good liar believes his lies. You aren’t a good liar.”

Danielle clinched her jaw and anger flared hot in her mind.

“The earth sphere and soul sphere are inseparably linked, but you already know that.” A bemused grin spread across Trace’s face, and he shook his head.

A warm flush spread through Danielle’s cheeks. She’d never heard Ronan or any Meranthian refer to Elan’s sphere as a soul sphere, and she didn’t like knowing this monster had.

Trace turned a blistering stare on Danielle while continuing his slow march around Lora’s Sphere. “Where’s the soul sphere Miss Deveaux?”

Despite the room’s warm temperature, a pang of icy fear crawled across Danielle’s flesh. “I don’t know.” Her mouth felt cottony and dry as the lie sounded hollow even to her ears.

Trace glanced toward Aren and gave him the barest nod.

Aren reached inside his robe and pulled free a whip made from interlocking sections of studded crystal. With a grunt, he unleashed a rage filled swing on Arber’s prone and exposed back.

Arber’s already torn and bloodied tunic ripped in half as the whip lashed his back. A thin line of electricity leaped from the whip’s glowing tip and Arber’s wounds tore open. A fresh line of scarlet bloomed on his bare olive skin while the older wounds opened sending streaks of blood flowing down his back.

Arber’s eyes bulged as he craned his neck skyward and screamed. The veins on his scalp and neck strained and thickened, and a mask of agony warped his face.

Danielle leaped forward and reached for Arber. Her fingertips brushed the walls of her electrical cage, and her body stiffened. Electricity surged through her fingertips continuing into her arms, back, and legs. She opened her mouth to scream, but couldn’t find her voice. Her legs buckled, and she crumpled to the ground. Danielle strained her neck upward finding Trace’s sneer. “Don’t hurt him.” Her voice sounded throaty and weak.

“I can do whatever I want Miss Deveaux. I want the soul sphere, and you’ll tell me where to find it.”

Arber gasped for air and struggled to his hands and knees. “Let him kill me Danielle. Just hold your tongue.”

Sensation returned to Danielle’s arms and legs, and she pushed herself to a seated position. “Your people are sick Trace. There’s a plague spreading among your cities. Even your sorcerers aren’t immune.”

“I like to think of it as a culling of the weak.” Trace tipped his head toward Arber. “Thank you for bringing it to my people Master Stroman. My cities had grown overcrowded, and now I pick who lives and who dies.” His eyes gleamed with delight.

“You’re mad,” Danielle said. “By killing the forest, you’ve destroyed the only cure on earth.”

Trace raised an eyebrow, and a slimy smile slithered across his face. Without taking his eyes from Danielle, he snapped his fingers.

A pint-sized sorcerer scampered toward the open cabinet where Trace had retrieved Lora’s Sphere. The sorcerer knelt and pulled free a thick crystal pot filled with fresh rich soil. Growing in the jewel studded pot, a tiny heartwood sapling stood strong and vibrant.

Danielle groaned and opened her mind to the heartwood, but met resistance from the energy field around her body. Her gaze locked on the plant, and she stared at its trunk and blooming canopy like a prisoner denied his last stay of execution.

Dangling from its thin limbs, tiny pieces of fruit no larger than a newborn’s fist hung purple and juicy.

The sorcerer placed the sapling at Trace’s feet and resumed his place behind the emperor’s crystal throne.

Trace plucked a dainty piece of fruit and held it between his thumb and index finger. He held it high overhead and every eye locked on the priceless food.

Waves of fresh cinnamon rolled off the tree’s broad leaves filling the air with the sweet aroma unique to the Heartwood.

Danielle looked on like a trapped feral cat and desperation hardened in the pit of her stomach. A plant integral to the Ayralen way of life horded like a prized possession and doled out for his amusement. She wanted to wring his neck until he dropped dead and rotted beneath this Godforsaken desert’s relentless sun.

A smirk curled his lips upward, and he bit into the ripe fruit letting its juices trickle down his chin and drip onto the ornate rug. “Unless you want me to kill this tree along with your rather foul smelling friend, you’d best start talking.”

Danielle’s gaze flickered to Arber’s, and she pursed her lips.

Sweat rolled down his face and nose falling in a near constant stream. He shook his head, and his eyes pleaded for her to keep quiet.

She held Arber’s gaze for a long moment begging his forgiveness with her eyes. She couldn’t risk the sapling’s fragile life, and if she broke free for even a moment she could grow it thick and strong.

Danielle caught herself before she uttered another lie. She’d proved a disastrous liar. “Freehold. The king in Freehold holds Elan’s Heart in the royal palace.”

“Elan’s Heart?” Trace spit out the words as if they’d made him sick. “Why would your people name the soul sphere after that bumbling fool?” He narrowed his brow. “I’ve been gone far too long.” He muttered the words and shook his head.

A tall broad shouldered shaman appeared in the doorway, and Aren turned to intercept him. The shaman knelt and whispered words too low to hear. Aren nodded, and the burly shaman disappeared slinking back toward the war camp.

“My Lord, it’s ready,” Aren said.

“Very good Master Aren.” A broad smile stretched across Trace’s face, and he clapped his hands together. “I thought this might take more time. I should still have time for a late dinner.” He flicked his wrist and turned his back on Danielle as if her mere presence annoyed him. “Be gone with her.”

Two heavyset guards appeared from behind the sorcerers surrounding the crystal throne. Jeweled arm bracelets circled each guards' bulging biceps while intricate tattoos adorned their chest. Black obsidian swords hung from burlap scabbards secured around their waists. They stopped beside Arber and yanked him to his feet tossing him like a toy.

The chamber surrounding Danielle crackled with a fresh layer of electrical power. Aren stood near her with his finger pointed and ring glowing bright blue. Beside him, a shaman pulled back his hood revealing a full head of curly dark hair. The talisman dangling from his neck glowed white. He raised his palm and directed Aren’s energy flows into the charged walls surrounding Danielle.

Danielle’s gaze followed Arber as the guards dragged him from the emperor’s quarters. Returning to the crystal prison’s stifling confines left her feeling nauseated. But, it seemed a better alternative than spending another moment in Trace’s presence.

Aren cocked his head upward and turned an unsettling childlike glare on Danielle. The ring adorning his index finger sparkled, and he pointed toward the chamber’s open doorway. “Go.”

Danielle moved beneath the open curved archway until she stood under the war camp’s cool blue canopy.

Overhead, the stars appeared blurry through the shaman’s filter. Although night had fallen on the desert, the shaman's blue canopy kept the camp warm air under its translucent dome.

Around the camp, strange artificial fires built atop piles of dirty crystal scarred the camp with dim patchy light. But, the evening meal and conversation that might take place around them wouldn't happen tonight. They all stood empty of people.

Danielle’s brow furrowed, and her gaze wandered over camp. Where had Trace’s followers gone?

Near the camp’s center, a small horde of robed figures mingled. The Obsith pushed forward jockeying for position in a large circle straining to see something.

A dozen feet beyond Danielle, the mass of sorcerers and shaman parted. The guards shoved Arber forward before he disappeared inside the cheering throng.

Fear, heavy and thick, swept over Danielle. She staggered forward following Arber away from their crystal prison. The heavy murmurs and hushed conversation intensified as she approached the group of onlookers.

As the gathered crowd parted for Danielle, the object they’d gathered around came into view. A six-foot long chamber made from pure transparent atter crystal sat empty and unused. Open archways stood on either end of the affinity chamber. A person half of Danielle’s height could pass through unimpeded.

Adrenaline spiked in Danielle’s body, and her chest tightened with fear. She shook her head and recoiled from the chamber’s seemingly innocent appearance. “No. I won’t.” Her words came out raw and raspy.

A look of pure joy spread across Aren’s face. “You’re familiar with the affinity chamber? How wonderful!”

Danielle froze refusing to step an inch nearer the monstrosity. “You can’t make me walk through it. I won’t do it.”

“That’s your choice,” Aren said. “It’s what I hoped you’d say. That way, we get to make you suffer for a lot longer.”

Beside Danielle, the burly shaman leaned into Danielle and lowered his voice. “Miss, if you display an aptitude inside the affinity chamber, there’s a chance the emperor will let you to live.”

Danielle drew in a sharp breath and backed away from the chamber shaking her head. “I can’t.” Her left shoulder blade nicked the rear wall of her electrical prison and sparks leaped from the contact point.

Danielle shrieked and jumped forward jerking from the energy buzzing around her. Fresh coils of smoke lifted from her singed clothing and collected near her prison’s ceiling.

The guards stopped Arber near the chamber’s opening, and turned awaiting Danielle’s approach. They slipped free their ebony blades and raised them to a point near Arber’s chest where they touched with a loud clatter.

A gleam of hope lit in Aren’s eye as he stood waiting Danielle’s next move.

A quiet hush fell over the gathered crowd as Danielle took a tentative step forward. Could she shift into an animal form and escape? She dismissed the thought. They’d strike her dead in seconds.

Danielle’s throat tightened, and she swallowed finding only dryness in her throat. She tried to remain brave, but hot silent tears welled in her eyes and rolled down her cheeks.

Arber’s face contorted with fury, and he turned a stony glare on Aren. “How could you slaughter a defenseless woman? I hope the plague strikes you dead where you stand!” He glared across the silent Obsith looking on. “I hope you are all stricken dead!”

Arber’s objections went unheard. Aren and the gathered crowd ignored his furious rant and kept their attention focused on Danielle.

Danielle stepped forward and paused at the affinity chamber’s crystal opening. Her chin quivered, and she turned to face the closest person she had to family within a hundred miles. She swallowed willing her voice to remain steady. “If you live, tell my brother and father I love them, and I’ll carry them with me always.”

“You’ll tell them yourself.” Unabated tears rolled down Arber’s face leaving rivulets of dirt and grime in their wake. “I’ll not hear your goodbyes.” He shook his head, and his voice trembled as he spoke. “Not today.” He reached beneath the guards’ outstretched swords and squeezed Danielle’s hand. “Stand strong Danielle Deveaux. You’re an Ayralen.” He straightened his posture and held her gaze through tear filled eyes.

Danielle stood on her tiptoes and kissed Arber on his dirt streaked cheek. “I’m sorry for not trusting you.” She placed her palm flat against his warm cheek and managed a weak smile.

“Enough with the teary goodbyes,” Aren said. “Let’s get on with it.”

Danielle took a long breath and forced calm through her mind.

Ahead, the six-foot crystal passageway loomed still and silent.

Danielle filled her thoughts with happy childhood memories. She remembered the way her father smiled and laughed the morning he’d learned of Ronan’s survival.

As Danielle stepped into the chamber, she remembered her brother and the instant bond they’d formed six months ago. She closed her eyes and took another step. She loved them both.

Raw heat flared, and the world turned black.

War Camp

 

The snow’s first flakes started hours earlier with the dawn. Tara and General Demos continued up the canyon road leading from Ripool. The snowfall had intensified while the wind gusted, blowing drifts across the narrowing pass.

The road ahead, wide enough for a single wagon under ideal conditions, narrowed. Ahead, it wound past a grove of twenty foot pines topped with ankle-deep snow.

Tara hoped the road’s continuous upslope might soon end. Though they’d left Ripool a few hours ago, she’d grown weary of traveling across the unforgiving terrain. “General Demos, the village you mentioned yesterday. It’s within a day’s walk?”

“Yes mistress. My first scout said it’s a half-day’s journey,” General Demos said. “But, if the snow worsens, it could take longer.”

“How many people live in the village?”

General Demos rubbed his chin and gazed into the looming gray clouds hanging above the peaks ahead. “I believe he said as many as fifty.”

Tara nodded. Fifty minions would prove a welcome addition to her growing army.

“My scout suggested a handful might be soldiers. There’s a small garrison just west of the village.”

“That’s excellent news,” Tara said.

Stretched out on the path ahead, scores of dark soldiers and souleaters walked three abreast in formation. Tara’s minions paid no heed to the quickening snowfall. They felt neither hot nor cold, and they never tired. Needing neither food nor rest meant they always performed at peak efficiency.

Tara closed her eyes and listened to the rhythmic clip-clop of her mare’s horseshoes falling on the frozen earth. She focused on the peaceful silence of the mountain snowfall. Weeks of pent up tension in her neck and shoulder muscles eased. Had they put the worst behind them?

The moment of peace evaporated, split by the nerve-wracking sound of ringing steel. General Demos slipped his sword free of its scabbard and peered through the snowfall.

Tara’s eyes flashed open, and she snapped her head toward General Demos. “What’s wrong?”

General Demos, seated high atop a brown draft horse, pointed toward the horizon.

Further up the steepening slope, blue light flickered against the dark clouds fifty-feet skyward. 

Tara pulled in a sharp breath and reached for the cache of souls fueling her undead army. She readied dark magic and centered her focus on a half-dozen souleaters near the front of the advancing pack.

“Mistress, wait!” General Demos squinted into the driving snowstorm as the blue light bounced off the canyon walls.

“Wait? Why?” Tara said.

“It might be a trap. We can’t afford to stretch our limited forces along the path,” General Demos said. “The knight has the advantage of position, and we don't know how many are with him.”

Tara’s skin crawled. Why had she assumed the soul knight wouldn’t track them from Ripool?

The snow’s intensity worsened dropping visibility to twenty-yards.

Tara felt her pets in the road ahead, though she couldn’t see them. She squinted and caught their faint outlines less than fifty feet ahead. “The storm’s worsening Gregor. Hurry!” Tara dug her heels into the old mare’s rib cage. “If the snow traps us in this pass, we’re done for.” She pushed commands into her army ordering them to move ahead at double time.

Tara’s mare galloped ahead but skittered and snorted as she drew near the undead soldiers.

General Demos stood in the draft horse’s stirrups and lumbered past Tara. The animal showed no hesitation around Tara’s army and moved along the right hand column hugging the canyon wall.

Danielle cursed her choice of horses. She could’ve picked a larger war horse but feared her ability to keep the beast under control. She’d never felt an affinity toward living creatures even before she’d unlocked dark magic.

The blue light flickered and rose skyward set on a collision course with the storm’s dark center. In the next moment, the soul knight shot ahead. He moved in a southwest direction before disappearing over the dark canyon walls.

The winds picked up to gale force bringing a wall of blinding stinging snow flying into Tara’s face.

“Gregor!” Tara’s mare whinnied and bucked twisting in circles. She slid from the horse’s saddle and sank into a waist-deep snowdrift, and the snow’s icy cold burned her soft exposed skin. Much like the horse, Tara drifted in circles unsure of her direction. She groped outward with her mind and found her army further up slope near the spot where they’d first seen the knight’s shield.

Freezing snow pelted Tara’s eyes and lips. The gusting wind whipped the edges of her auburn hair leaving a tangled weave over her eyes.

Tara doubled over and pulled tight her hood. She stumbled ahead plowing through the deepening snow toward her minions. She stretched out her mind and found the nearest pair of dark soldiers. She ordered them to find her and carry her through the deepening snowdrifts.

“Mistress, take my hand!”

Tara jumped, startled by the voice then craned her neck upward squinting through the driving snow.

Gregor Demos leaned over her extending his hand where he sat atop the draft horse. “I’m sorry. I thought you were behind me. I never would’ve left you.”

Tara took his hand, and General Demos pulled her six-feet through the air before she landed on the horse’s back. She slipped forward onto the saddle behind General Demos and buried her head into the folds of his thick wool cloak.

General Demos whistled, and the draft horse whirled then plodded ahead through the driving snow.

Tara’s mind extended toward her minions, and she issued commands to halt and await her arrival.

The draft horse forged ahead snorting and wheezing as the snow grew deeper blotting out the narrowing road. Ten minutes later, they’d reached the rear flank of Tara’s minions. They stood like frozen scarecrows in waist-deep snowdrifts.

As General Demos’s draft horse pushed past the minions, Tara issued commands for the ranks to advance.

Through the gusting wind and driving sideways snowfall a dark mass appeared a hundred yards ahead. It spread across the path where the soul knight’s blue shield light had skipped and danced a half hour earlier.

The draft horse trudged forward pushing through a chest-deep snowdrift.

Tara squinted upward through the driving snow searching the high canyon walls for signs of the soul knight or his army.

The upper ridge revealed nothing. He and his pet guardian had vanished with the storm’s full fury.

The draft horse halted, snorting clouds of steam through its flared nostrils.

The dark mass came into view, and Tara’s stomach sank.

“Damn the soul knight!” General Demos leaped from his saddle and ran forward raising his blade high overhead. He stopped and roared in frustration pitching his blade forward into a fifty-foot wall of dark ice covered rock.

The rubble sat piled halfway up the canyon walls completely blocking the mountain pass.

General Demos chopped at layers of snow, ice, and rock, but his effort made no impact on the tons of piled rock. He sank to his knees pulling in deep lungfuls of air and stared upward.

Tara’s chest tightened as the disaster’s full impact sank in. How would the Baerinese armies move into Meranthia now? Could she and General Demos survive until the fleet arrived?

Large pockets of freshly exposed rock dotted the canyon walls further up the pass. The soul knight had blown holes into the rock face. Thousands of tons of rock had slid downward forming an impenetrable barricade.

Tara pulled her hood away and squinted upward through the wind and snow. In the face of the raging blizzard, her voice sounded small and weak. “We’re lost Gregor.”

***

Through thin clouds, where the once mighty forest gave way to desert sands, Thoth descended toward the Obsith war camp.

Ronan reached for Rika’s hand she’d wrapped tight around his chest and held still a moment longer. Rika’s warm body pressed against his. He’d relaxed with her beside him during the long journey southward. He would welcome another thirty minutes with her warm body pressed against his, but Danielle needed him, and he meant to find her.

Rika had slept for hours, and her head rested against Ronan’s shoulder. Her chest rose and fell in a gentle rhythm, and Ronan wished she might sleep longer.

Ronan took her hand and gently squeezed hoping to wake her, but she remained sound asleep. He gazed over his shoulder and found her facing him with eyes closed.

Rika’s lips, mashed against his shoulder, had curled forming a perfect circle. He leaned toward her and brushed her lips with his. “Rika, it’s time to wake up.”

Rika’s head snapped up, and she looked around seeming dazed until she found Ronan’s face. Her lips curved into a sleepy half smile. She stretched upward and returned Ronan’s kiss letting her lips linger for a few seconds. “Is it morning yet, or am I dreaming?”

“Neither I’m afraid,” Ronan said. “We’ve arrived at Trace’s war camp.” Seated atop Thoth’s massive crystalline saddle, he pointed three-hundred feet below.

Miniature people and strange crystal buildings gathered like toddler toys in a playground sandbox.

The thumping sound Ronan heard near the first tree had grown stronger and quicker as they’d drawn near the war camp. He knew he’d find Danielle imprisoned somewhere among the odd assortment of crystal huts.

Thoth’s wings held still, and he pitched left gliding downward in a slow lazy spiral. A puff of white smoke flared from his nostrils as his neck craned leftward.

Lying in a loose semi-circle around the camp’s perimeter, scores of dragons slept under a cloudless field of stars.

Ronan felt Thoth’s gentle presence stir in his head, and he opened his thoughts for conversation.

“Something feels wrong,” Thoth said.

“What is it?” Ronan said.

“The bright light near the camp’s center seems wrong. I haven’t seen it before.”

“We can’t turn back,” Ronan said. “Trace is holding my sister prisoner down there.”

“When we land, take extreme caution. I can’t protect you once we’re among the Obsith.”

“I understand. Thank you for taking us this far,” Ronan said.

For a few seconds, Thoth waited without replying although his mind hadn’t retreated from Ronan’s.

Ronan sensed some tension in the dragon’s presence. “What’s bothering you?”

“I’ve grown fond of you human, and it’s an odd sensation. One I’d never believed possible.”

“Why should that bother you?” Ronan said.

Thoth hesitated before answering. “Once I’m among the sorcerers, I’ll no longer have control over my actions. If I do anything to harm you or Lady Rika, I —”

“Thoth, I understand,” Ronan said. “You’re a prisoner just like my sister. If I can prevent it, I won’t allow them to harm you.”

“If I’m forced to harm you, don’t hesitate to bring me a quick death,” Thoth said. “I won’t resist.”

The thought of butchering Thoth left Ronan feeling unsettled. He hesitated before he spoke. “It won’t come to that, but if it does, I promise.”

Thoth’s presence retreated from Ronan’s mind as the dragon drifted nearer the camp.

Past the sleeping dragons, a half-dozen pinpoints of bright lights moved in a wide arc around the camp’s outskirts. As Thoth descended, he flew over a traveling light revealing a pair of Obsith casters walking the desert sands. The larger man, a shaman, walked several feet ahead of a shorter robed sorcerer. Three-feet over the shaman’s head, a bright ball of flame floated in midair. The flame spilled shadowy light in a wide circle over the desert floor.

Thoth glided past the patrolling guards arousing little more than a casual glance from the sorcerer. Ahead, a tight ring of glowing fires near the camp’s outer edge grew larger as Thoth came within fifty feet of landing. “Ahead is the landing site,” Thoth said. “As I approach, it’s critical that you and Lady Rika jump clear of my saddle before the handlers reach me.”

“We’ll be ready. Thank you Thoth.” Ronan channeled spirit creating clear shields around him and Rika. He sent enhancement energy through his body increasing his strength, speed, and physical resistance. He glanced over his shoulder toward Rika. “Are you ready?”

She gave a short nod as Thoth came within thirty feet of the landing area.

Ronan pulled free his sheba blade from a container attached to Thoth’s saddle and stowed it beneath his long burlap robe.

As Thoth came ten feet from landing, Ronan took Rika’s hand, and they leaped from the dragon’s broad saddle. Ronan curled his body and rolled to an easy stop beside Rika two dozen yards from the war camp’s landing site hidden by shadow.

Thoth touched down and lumbered to a stop inside the ring of fire while three sorcerers scrambled forward.

The first sorcerer tossed a lasso, studded with sharp metallic protrusions, around Thoth’s neck. He yanked and gestured toward the two other sorcerers.

Thoth’s neck jerked downward as the sorcerer secured the rope around a hooked crystal buried in the sand. Electricity buzzed from the metallic spikes spilling through crevices in Thoth’s heavy plates.

The second sorcerer circled Thoth’s hind legs wrapping heavy wire around his ankles. The sorcerer tightened the wire, buzzing with blue electricity, and dug it into Thoth’s exposed flesh.

Patchy spikes of blond hair protruded from the third sorcerer’s tattooed scalp. His gaze settled on Thoth’s empty saddle, and anger flared on his face. His lips tightened merging an intricate weave of black facial tattoos and silver piercings in his lips and nose. He pulled free a long crystal whip attached to his belt. “Where’s Dara you miserable beast?” The sorcerer cracked his whip landing it against the exposed flesh near Thoth’s soft belly.

A stifled roar sounded from Thoth’s throat before he settled onto the sand and lowered his jaw to the ground.

Ronan stomach churned. He bit down clenching his jaw and barely contained an urge to throttle the sorcerers.

Rika’s hand tightened on his wrist, and she leaned forward and whispered. “No Ronan. We can’t risk it.”

“Dara’s life was worth ten of yours. How could you let her die while you lived?” The tattooed sorcerer said while whipping Thoth.

The other two sorcerers joined in pulling free crystalline whips bearing sharp metallic spikes. The first sorcerer lashed Thoth across his face and neck opening thin lines of blood near the dragon’s right eye. The second sorcerer whipped his flank opening dark flesh beneath the dragon’s long plated tail.

Ronan turn a hard glare on Rika. “What if I’d taken that attitude with you in the alley six years ago?”

Rika’s hand dropped from Ronan’s wrist, and her jaw dropped.

“How many more bystanders can the world afford Rika?” Ronan glared at the sorcerers as the continued to beat Thoth. He turned his gaze back on Rika. “Someone has to stand up sometime.” His resolve deepened while he held her gaze awaiting a response.

“What if we’re captured?” The tone of Rika’s words came laced with doubt.

A strained roar came from Thoth’s clenched teeth. He collapsed under the cracking whips and the sorcerer’s maniacal howls.

“They’re killing him Rika.” Ronan’s gaze flickered to the camp’s interior, but the buildings and campfires looked abandoned. “Look around. We’re alone. We can do this.” He wouldn’t force her, but he meant to take action. “What if that were me they were beating?”

Rika’s gaze fell on the sorcerers beating Thoth, and anger flared in her eyes. She turned her gaze past Ronan’s shoulder and peered through the darkness toward the dead black forest. When her eyes again found Ronan’s, a hardened resolve settled over her face. “What’s the plan?”

“Remember last year when you wore the black dress to Lord Randal’s ball?”

She smiled and nodded before shifting into a saber cat.

“On my signal.” Ronan raised his palm directing it toward the sorcerer beating Thoth’s hind end. Spirit energy flared around Ronan’s outstretched fingers.

A blue shield surrounded the sorcerer, and he jumped backward spinning in circles looking for an attacker.

Ronan twisted his wrist inverting the shield’s energy flows. He directed its damaging magic inward. “Now,” he said loud enough for Rika to hear.

Rika bounded ahead speeding past the landing site’s torchlight. Ronan squeezed his hand making a fist as he’d seen Kelwin Finn do in Winter Haven last summer.

The shield’s blue energy warped and contracted followed by a muffled scream. Glowing spirit magic slammed into the sorcerer’s body and his screams died. Layers of muscle and tissue melted from his body leaving behind an unrecognizable pulp of blood and bone.

Lightning crackled from the two remaining sorcerers as they directed attacks toward Rika.

Twin lightning bolts struck Rika’s shield. A web of crackling blue light flared across her shield’s exterior, but she never paused running across the sand at a full sprint.

Rika leaped toward the sorcerer nearest Thoth’s head, and the sorcerer’s eyes widened. He shrieked with an unnerving childlike shrill and raised his arms in a defensive posture.

Rika pounced on the sorcerer knocking him to the ground and opened her mouth exposing a set of glistening white incisors. She sank her teeth into the sorcerer’s throat, and his screech turned into a hissing gurgle.

Ronan unsheathed his blade and sent energy pulsing through its core. He directed energy into Rika’s shield while sprinting toward the remaining sorcerer. 

Rika’s jaws locked around the sorcerer’s neck and she picked him off the ground before shaking him from side to side.

The sorcerer’s screams faded, and his eyes took on a distant glassy sheen before Rika dropped his lifeless body on the ground.

The last sorcerer standing directed a second lighting attack at Rika. He never noticed the streak of red and blue death closing in from the desert’s shadows.

Ronan’s blade never stopped as he sliced through the sorcerer’s neck. He watched with sickening satisfaction as the sorcerer’s head separated from his shoulders. The head jettisoned a hundred feet outward disappearing into the camp’s murky shadows.

The sorcerer’s headless corpse teetered forward with his hand still clutching the crystalline whip. The corpse fell still atop the sand.

Ronan moved with a battle knight’s speed around Thoth slicing free his bonds.

Rika shifted into her human form before joining Ronan near Thoth’s injured eye.

Ronan severed the lasso constricting Thoth’s neck and flattened his palm near the deep cut beneath his eye. For the second time that day, he sent white healing energy flowing through the dragon’s body.

“You’ve taken a great risk human, and I thank you,” Thoth said. “But, you’ve merely delayed the inevitable. With the crystal embedded in my neck, the emperor can end my life on a whim.”

“He won’t have it yet Thoth. Now fly away.”

“Load the bodies onto my saddle, and I’ll carry them away from here,” Thoth said. “It should delay the Obsith for a few extra minutes.”

Ronan nodded and helped Rika load and secure the corpses onto Thoth’s saddle.

“Goodbye human and good luck. You’ll not likely see me again.”

Something in Thoth’s words left Ronan feeling unsettled, but he didn’t have time to argue. “Thank you Thoth. I’ll never forget your help.”

The dragon beat his mighty wings and climbed before disappearing into the starry night sky.

“Ready?” Ronan said.

Rika nodded and pulled the hood tight of her sorcerer’s robe.

Ronan listened for the thumping sound that would lead him to his sister, and his heart skipped a beat.

Only minutes ago, the rhythmic sound had beat strong and steady. Now, it sounded hollow and distant beating with a faint disjointed tremor.

A sharp chill rose along Ronan’s spine, and he enhanced his hearing to trace its location. “I think Danielle’s in trouble. We have to hurry.” He faced the faint sound, took Rika’s hand, and walked fast enough to draw the least notice from the camp’s defenders.

Empty huts and abandoned campfires flew by as Ronan and Rika passed along the camp’s outer edge.

A growing unease brewed in Ronan’s stomach. He didn’t know where the Obsith had vanished, but he welcomed the thin resistance.

“Where is everybody?” Rika said in a hushed whisper.

Ronan froze as his enhanced hearing detected loud cheering from a crowd gathered toward the camp’s center. “I think they’re all gathered in the middle of camp.” He struggled to find the thumping sound then heard a faint beat come from behind a clear windowless building.

 Behind the translucent building, the trail ended. Unlike the camp’s other buildings, the strange blue filter didn't appear above its flat roof.

As Ronan rounded the corner, he gasped and stood frozen as numb shock spread across his brain.

Thousands of dead animals lay heaped in a six-foot mountain of carcasses stretching twenty yards long. Atop the pile nearest Ronan, Danielle’s charred body lay face down not moving.

Silver Soul

 

Ronan’s legs buckled as the horrific scene hit him harder than any knight’s magic ever could. Hot bile forced itself up his throat, and his stomach threatened to spill his dinner over the desert sand.

A pair of strong steady hands took hold of his shoulders lending him strength while blood rushed from Ronan’s head.

“Ronan, if you can still hear the thumping sound then she’s not dead,” Rika said from over his shoulder whispering into his ear. “You can help her. She needs you to stay strong.”

“This lies beyond my ability Rika. There’s not a healer in Meranthia skilled enough to heal her injuries.” His voice shook, and he stumbled forward until he stood over Danielle’s mangled body. “I’m afraid the healing might kill her. She’s so weak.”

“You have to try.” Rika rubbed Ronan’s back and kept her voice low. “She’ll die otherwise.”

Ronan gazed on his sister’s burned face and tried to push away the spreading numbness locking down his thoughts.

Sections of Danielle’s lip had burned away revealing blackened teeth beneath. A mass of charred flesh rose from her nose socket. Her eyelids had burned halfway off revealing slivers of her blue glassy eyes glazed over with death. Her wavy blond hair had burned away replaced with oozing red patches of blistered flesh and stunted clusters of blackened roots.

With the gentlest touch, Ronan pushed away strands of singed hair from Danielle’s cheeks. He leaned forward stopping an inch from her ear. “Hang on Danielle.” Ronan whispered as tears welled in his eyes. “I’m here.”

Ronan pressed three fingers against Danielle’s neck and felt the faintest glimmer of a pulse. Without enhancement magic, he might have mistaken her for dead. He closed his eyes and focused inward on the well of power given him by Elan’s Sphere. Channeling more healing magic than he’d ever dared, Ronan kept his fingers pressed to Danielle’s neck. He sent white flows of healing energy over and into her body.

Milky white weaves surrounded Danielle. They began near her head and spread downward wrapping her entire body in a smoky white cocoon. White energy passed over her lips and in through her nostrils. As the mists faded, Danielle’s condition remained unchanged.

“Why isn’t it working?” Nervous tension replaced the calm confidence present in Rika’s voice a moment ago.

Waves of hot fear flashed across Ronan’s vision, and he stared slack-jawed at his sister’s ruined body. “She’s too far gone…I don’t know how to help her.” With trembling hands, Ronan reached under Danielle and eased her body from the piled animal carcasses. He placed her on the soft desert sand. He wouldn’t have her last moments on earth sullied.

Ronan stripped the Obsith robe from his body and placed it beneath Danielle’s head and neck. "That's better isn't it Danielle?" He choked on the words. 

“There must be some way we can help her,” Rika said. “I’ll use my healing power. Keely once did the same for me.”

“And it almost killed her.” Ronan shook his head. “I can’t let you do it. It could kill you both.”

“Then what? We can’t let her die.” Rika knelt over Danielle’s body and tears filled her eyes.

Ronan held Danielle’s limp hand and felt death’s cold grip pressing in. He leaned over her body and touched his forehead to hers. “I’m sorry Danielle. I love you, but I’m not strong enough to save you.” He recalled the first moment he’d seen his sister last year in north camp, and their first conversation in the woods later that day. From the first moment he’d known her, Danielle had never placed her needs above another's. Her soul’s true kindness had shone like a beacon forging an unshakable bond between them. He’d known it the moment he first laid eyes on her. Her forgiving nature and willingness to trust others defined her. She had revealed her true essence.

The odd pull of a strange presence nudged Ronan’s consciousness. Unlike Thoth’s probing push, this sensation felt alien yet natural as if born from his own mind.

His eyes fluttered open, and he pulled a few inches away from his sister. 

A thin silvery strand of light connected their foreheads where Ronan’s skin had touched Danielle. A layer of fine silver mist blinked into existence surrounding Danielle as if finally revealed.

A slight groan escaped Danielle’s lips, and her fingers twitched before squeezing Ronan’s hand.

Ronan’s eyes widened and hope swelled inside his chest. “Rika! Look!”

A hundred points of bright silver light, each no larger than a pinhead, winked on. They gathered in the spot on Danielle’s forehead where Ronan had touched her. Like spring moss on a tree stump, the silver pinpoints spread outward. They crisscrossed Danielle’s nose, lips, and scalp repairing the fire’s damage. They moved along her body leaving behind a wake of healthy smooth skin.

Rika clutched Ronan’s shoulder and squeezed grinning. “Ronan, how did you do it?”

Ronan shook his head and stared at his sister afraid to move for fear the healing might stop. With a trembling hand he leaned forward and ran his fingers through Danielle’s thick golden curls. “I didn’t. I mean…I don’t know.”

Danielle’s eyes fluttered open, and she stared into the starry sky. The mist surrounding her and the thin silver line attached to her forehead blinked out as if they’d never existed.

Ronan enveloped Danielle’s hand in both his own feeling the warmth return to her flesh. He lifted her hand to his lips and kissed her fingers. “Danielle, can you hear me?”

“Ronan?” A thread of bewilderment touched her voice.

Ronan shot a quick glance toward Rika. Her expression suggested the same worry he felt. “It’s me. Rika’s here too.”

“Have I died Ronan? Are you and Rika dead too?”

“Nobody died Danielle,” Ronan said.

“Where are we?” Danielle pushed herself to a seated position and looked around. She clutched the Obsith sorcerer’s robe to her body covering her exposed chest. When her eyes met the translucent building a few feet away, she grimaced. “We’re still in Trace’s camp?” Her brow furrowed as she looked between Rika and Rona with curiosity etched on her face. “Why are you two looking at me like that?”

“Danielle, you were badly burned. Don’t you remember?” Rika said.

“I remember standing in Trace’s quarters.” Her eyes widened, and she gasped. “Arber!”

Beyond the crystal building, distant voices grew louder as they approached.

“I’m sorry Danielle, but we can’t stay here.” Ronan stood and pulled Danielle to her feet.

Danielle swayed and grabbed Ronan’s hands steadying herself. The robe covering her body slipped free exposing her bare chest, but Danielle seemed not to care. 

Rika swooped in and slid her hand around Danielle’s waist holding her steady. She plucked the burlap robe from the sand and slipped it over Danielle’s head.

“We can’t leave,” Danielle said. “Trace has Lora’s Sphere, and he has a heartwood tree.”

“I’m not letting him walk away with Lora’s Sphere,” Ronan said. “Where’s his quarters? Can you remember how to get there?”

“I think so,” Danielle said as she adjusted the robe. “Arber’s here too.”

A hot flicker of rage sparked in Ronan’s brain, and he glared toward camp.

“He’s not what you think,” Danielle said. “You have to trust me.”

Ronan found it hard to believe, but he didn’t have time to argue. “For now I’ll take you at your word. I promise not to kill him until I hear you out.”

“Thank you,” Danielle said.

The approaching voices grew louder. Deeper voices mingled with high-pitched youthful tones marking them as sorcerers.

“I think they’re coming from that way.” Ronan pointed behind him from where they’d arrived earlier. “Come on.” He slid his blade from its scabbard and channeled spirit shields around him, Rika, and Danielle. “Danielle, lead the way.” 

***

Danielle lowered her voice and leaned into Ronan. “Ronan, put the blade away. If they discover us, we’ll never get back Lora’s Sphere.”

Ronan clenched his jaw and shoved the sheba blade into the scabbard at his shoulder. “Trace has a bracelet he uses to control the dragons. I mean to remove it. By force if necessary.” 

Danielle shook her head and whispered in a low urgent tone. “We have to be smart about it. I mean to take Lora’s Sphere back before we leave this camp.”

Blurred figures and flickering torches appeared through both sides of the prison cell's walls. They moved in a direct path toward Rika, Ronan, and Danielle. Within seconds, the approaching group would converge on the fetid carcass pile. 

A cold sweat broke out on Danielle’s forehead. “Ronan, climb on top of the pile. Hurry.” Danielle spoke in a hushed whisper. “Rika, take a gazelle’s form and play dead.”

Ronan scrambled atop the twisted pile of bloody carcasses while Rika hurried behind him. He lay face down while Rika stretched out over him shifting into a large gazelle. She kept her eyes open and still doing her best to play dead.

Danielle scurried after Rika, plopped down, and positioned her body atop Ronan’s legs and feet. She held her breath and shifted into a black-striped forest gazelle colored a shade lighter than Rika.

The sound of muffled voices grew louder as sorcerers and shaman rounded the corner. Two muscled shaman pulled a glistening red wagon built from the now familiar desert crystal. Inside the wagon bed, Arber lay motionless, his arms and legs bent and twisted at awkward angles. Two dozen lash marks, fresh and bloody, crisscrossed his face, chest, and legs. His mouth hung open and eyes closed while his body bounced and jiggled with the wagon’s movement.

Danielle stifled a chirping sound common to forest gazelle. She forced long slow breaths despite her pounding heart.

A hooded sorcerer stopped before the carcass heap and paused. His gaze flickered across Danielle and Rika’s still bodies before settling on the pile’s far end. “Leave him on the cart. We’ll feed him to the dragons with the rest.”

The rank stench of death and rotting flesh lying bare inches from Danielle’s nose turned her stomach. She held her breath afraid the slightest movement might bring the entire camp down on them.

The sorcerer gestured toward Danielle, Rika, and the carcasses piled high beneath them. “Start with these.” He glanced over his shoulder toward a trio of muscle-bound shaman standing by the wagon. “Make sure you feed the girl’s body to the emperor’s dragon.”

One of the beefy shaman furrowed his brow and scratched his head. “Yes sir, but where is she?” His gaze traveled the pile as if searching for Danielle’s body.

“I tossed her right there myself,” a second shaman said and pointed to the spot where Danielle and Rika lay.

A second sorcerer stepped up pausing inches from Danielle’s face. “She probably slid between these two animals.” He pointed at Rika’s motionless form stretched out beside Danielle.

The hooded sorcerer nodded. “Get to work then. I want this done before sunrise.”

“What’s the rush? We need rest before returning to Zen. The dragons included,” the second sorcerer said.

“We’re not returning to Zen,” the hooded sorcerer said. “The emperor’s issued new orders. We’re to stay behind and break camp.”

“Stay behind? Where’s he going?” A third sorcerer said.

The hooded sorcerer shook his head. “He doesn’t tell me anything, but if I don’t get the dragons fed, he’ll cook me just like he did the forest girl.” He gestured the shaman forward. “Enough chatter. Get to work.”

Danielle’s mind raced. She couldn’t imagine what he’d planned for Elan’s sphere. But, the millions of people standing in harm’s way sent a cold chill through her body.

Three shaman stepped forward and reached for Danielle’s front and rear legs. Eight detention shields sprang to life shackling the sorcerers and shaman near the carcass heap.

Danielle bolted from her prone position and shifted into a white saber-toothed forest cat. Her large front paws touched the sand near the pile’s base, and from the corner of her eye, she detected Rika moving beside her.

The shaman standing near the pile froze staring ahead in wide-eyed astonishment.

The silver rings on the sorcerers’ hands glowed cherry red. The detention shields’ low buzz sang like a long forgotten song.

Danielle bounded between two wide-eyed shaman and sprinted toward the wagon holding Arber.

Ronan leaped from the pile while a rush of bright red light spilled from his sheba blade. Scarlet light flickered across the shadowy desert floor.

Fire broiled inside the sorcerers’ detention shields. Flames torched their energy prison like old dry kindling. Ropes of orange and red flames flew from their outstretched fingertips. The detention shields surrounding the trapped shaman disintegrated under the blast.

Rika bounded forward shifting into a great horned ice bear. Gleaming ivory tusks extended eighteen-inches from her face. Short needle-sharp spikes covered both of her twisted tusks. She lowered her shaggy head and barreled into the nearest sorcerer. Her neck jerked upward, and she sank her forked tusks deep into the sorcerer’s chest.

A wheezing gurgle cleared the sorcerer’s throat while Rika hoisted him skyward like a skewered olive. She shook him in violent back and forth motions and his spine snapped with a sickening pop. Rika pitched her neck upward, and the hooded figure slipped free flailing like a rag doll caught in a wind gust. His limp body landing atop the pile of stinking animal carcasses.

The heavy scent of burned ozone filled the air, and the short white fur on Danielle’s back bristled in dread anticipation. Her feral instinct buzzed, and she leaped straight off the ground. Lightning sizzled. The soft ground beneath her paws exploded sending a fountain of sand spraying in all directions.

Ronan’s palm flashed and heavy spirit shields sprang to life around Danielle, Rika, and Ronan. His red blade flashed sweeping before him in a wide arc leaving tracers of brilliant crimson light in its wake.

The hooded sorcerer sent a lightning bolt streaking toward Ronan. Incoherent words came from the shaman nearest Ronan. His amulet glowed bright blue, and he raised his palm slowing the sorcerer’s lightning in mid-flight.

The lighting crackled and swirled like a miniature whirlwind surrounding Ronan. The sorcerer continued to channel lightning while the shaman forged a powerful trap.

Wisps of electricity crackled creating columns around the seven remaining Obsith casters.

Cold fear pricked the back of Danielle’s head. What she wouldn’t give for a single seed, but she’d found nothing in the time she’d spent probing the sands around the Obsith war camp.

A tiny pigtailed sorcerer flashed Danielle an innocent smile revealing two missing front teeth. But, her eyes, full of venom and malice, betrayed her true age.

Danielle’s skin crawled, and she backed away from the girl. Her innocence shook Danielle, and she fought every protective instinct she’d ever known. She froze unable to attack despite her rational mind’s insistence. 

As if sensing Danielle’s reticence, the girl raised her index finger and mumbled a few words in the strange Obsith tongue. Flames leaped from the girl’s finger and widened buoyed by a shaman’s power. Orange fire spread outward billowing into an inferno that threatened to engulf Danielle.

The encroaching flames triggered memories Danielle’s subconscious mind had blocked. Horrific visions of the affinity chamber flashed through her head. Her mind locked, and she shifted into her human form. She held her head screaming while flames wrapped Ronan’s spirit shield.

Around Danielle, orange flames grew hotter enveloping her entire shield in a fiery tomb.

In the distance, a bear’s anguished howl penetrated the vault of flames.

Danielle recognized Rika’s desperate cry. She closed her eyes willing away the flames, but her wish went unfulfilled. Intense heat forced her eyes open, and blue flames mixed with red, yellow, and orange as the inferno raged around her.

Ronan’s spirit shield melted away and the flames raced inward seeking out Danielle’s flesh. Her fate seemed unavoidably intertwined with her beloved Heartwood; both would burn and die on the same day. She closed her eyes and prayed for a swift release.

A thunderous roar boomed overhead. The blue flames solidified pushing away the raw heat leaving behind a pure blue spirit shield. The shield appeared unlike Ronan’s clear glassy barrier. Rather, it looked like shields crafted by knights like Devery Tyrell or Jeremy.

Danielle opened her eyes and found the sorcerer lying dead a dozen feet away and a man wearing a shield knight’s armor kneel before her.

“I’m here Danielle. I won’t let them hurt you,” the warm voice said as he wrapped Danielle inside his strong arms.

Goose bumps spread across Danielle’s arms and legs. “Jeremy?”

“Yes, Danielle. It’s me,” Jeremy said.

Danielle peered upward and found his kind blue eyes and warm smile searching her face. She reached out with her fingertips and touched his unshaven cheek making sure he truly existed. She shook her head. “How?” Her memory came flooding back, and her flesh crawled. “Ronan! Where is he Jeremy?” She peered over Jeremy’s shoulder and gasped.

Ronan and Rika stood amid a pile of dead and broken Obsith bodies. Beside Ronan, an enormous black dragon stood with white smoke curling from his flared nostrils. Inside his sharp talons he clutched the hooded sorcerer who had attacked Ronan.

From behind Rika, a golden saber cat crept into view, her mouth glistening bright red. Keely shifted into human form and stood beside Rika appearing annoyed. “Are you just going to sit there while we do all the work? Honestly Danielle, I thought I’d taught you better.”

A wry grin stretched across Danielle’s face, and she relaxed. “Keely!”

Keely tipped her head and glanced toward Jeremy. Her gaze locked on his arm wrapped around Danielle’s waist. “It looks like lover boy came just in time.”

Jeremy’s cheeks flushed crimson red, and he loosened his grip around Danielle’s waist.

Danielle grabbed his hand and squeezed pulling it back. Jeremy’s touch felt warm and reassuring, and she didn’t want him to leave her side. “Keely, stop it. You’re embarrassing him.”

Ronan stepped forward and sheathed his blade. “Danielle, the dragon’s my friend. His name’s Thoth, and he won’t harm you, but —”

Thoth’s neck spasmed, and the ebony dragon crashed to his side shaking in a violent seizure. White spittle formed in his mouth, and the dragon’s deep blue eyes rolled back into his skull. At the base of his neck, the crystal embedded in his scales glowed flashing bright shades of green, blue, and red.

Danielle took a step forward then paused as a robed figure appeared from behind the crystal prison.

A sorcerer smiled holding a long thin crystal rod wrapped by a gleaming silver handle. The crystal flared violet, amber, and cobalt light. “You should very much fear the dragon, and he knows the penalty for treason.”

Thoth lay motionless with his eyes closed as calm replaced the ragged breathing and seizures.

“But first, he owes the emperor one last act of loyalty,” the sorcerer said.

Thoth jerked upward and flashed rows of razor sharp teeth. His blue eyes glittered with malice, and he took a rumbling step toward Ronan opening his jaws.

“No!” Rika shifted into an ice bear and roared bounding forward.

Danielle’s pulsed raced, and she shifted into a saber cat before lunging forward.

“Rika, Danielle wait!” Ronan leaped toward Thoth’s crystal saddle. He grabbed hold of its edge and flung his leg over Thoth’s back.

Thoth roared whipping his tail around as if to strike Ronan. He jerked his body from side to side in a desperate effort to shake loose the Meranthian king.

Jeremy raised his hand preparing spirit.

Danielle shifted into human form and grabbed his wrist. “No, you might hit Ronan!”

Ronan’s hand glowed, and a bright orb of blue spirit energy rested on his open palm. The orb floated free and hovered inches above Thoth’s neck before shrinking into a pinpoint of piercing blue light.

The spirit energy drifted downward and settled into the jagged crystal lodged in Thoth’s neck. The gold chain supporting the crystal snapped before clattering to the ground. Spirit flashed, and the crystal disappeared replaced with the warm glow of concentrated energy.

Thoth’s chest heaved, and he pulled in heavy uneven breaths. A moment later, his body relaxed, and he twisted his neck around. He opened his eyes training his piercing gaze on Ronan. The malice in Thoth’s eyes faded with the glowing light in the sorcerer’s crystal rod. 

The wide-eyed sorcerer eased backward trying to slip unnoticed into the desert night.

Danielle prepared to shift then froze when the dragon roared raising the hair on her neck.

Thoth spun showing quickness and agility that belied his enormous size. His eyes gleamed with fresh menace.

The sorcerer stared slack-jawed at the crystal rod still clutched in his hand. He raised his palm toward Thoth. “You didn’t think I meant what I said did you?” He forced a nervous laugh and gestured toward the carcass pile. “Look, we found fresh meat for you. Eat as much as you’d like.”

Thoth’s eyes never left the tiny sorcerer as his head bobbed up and down.

The sorcerer smiled, and his shoulders relaxed.

Thoth opened his mouth wide, bent down, and scooped up the sorcerer in a single gulp.

Muffled screams came from the dragon’s throat followed by silence as Thoth tipped his head back and swallowed.

Ronan slid from Thoth’s saddle and placed a comforting hand on the dragon’s neck.

“How did you do that?” Danielle said.

“It’s a technique Devery taught me,” Ronan said. “He uses spirit to cauterize battlefield wounds. I modified the trick a bit. I’m just glad it worked.”

A large grin spread across Thoth’s face, and he dipped his head toward Ronan. The dragon nudged Ronan’s chest with his massive nose.

After she’d watched the dragons devastate the Heartwood, Danielle found this softer side surprising. “Does Trace control all the dragons using those crystals?”

Ronan nodded. “He uses a bracelet bound to his wrist.” He placed his hand on Thoth’s snout and returned the dragon’s smile. “You’re welcome. In a few weeks the wound should close, and I’ll remove the plug.”

That explained the erratic behavior Danielle had seen the dragons display during the past few weeks. “Ronan, can you help Arber? Please.” 

“He’s a traitor Danielle,” Keely said glaring toward Arber’s limp form still heaped in the wagon bed. “He deserves his fate.”

Danielle shook her head. “He’s no traitor Keely. Arber explained what happened, and I believe him.”

“I’ll see what I can do.” Ronan moved to the wagon and flattened his palm resting it on Arber’s leg. “He’s still alive.”

Danielle exhaled as relief washed through her body. She walked to the wagon bed and stopped beside Ronan before taking hold of Arber’s hand. “Will the healing hurt him?”

“There’s no guarantee,” Ronan said. “The healing relies on some of Arber’s stored energy, and if he’s too weak, it could kill him.”

“Boo hoo,” Keely said and folded her arms.

Danielle glared at Keely before facing Ronan. “He’ll die without it. Go ahead.”

Ronan nodded and closed his eyes. White energy slid from his fingertips and swirled around Arber’s body flowing in through his nose and mouth.

Arber’s wounds mended leaving behind faint discolorations outlining the whip marks. Color returned to the old guardian’s face, and his eyes flickered open.

He jolted upright with a shocked expression painting his face. He shook free Danielle and Ronan’s touch and slid to the wagon bed’s rear end. His neck twisted around as he took in his surroundings.

“Arber. You’re among friends,” Danielle said “Be at ease.”

Keely crossed her arms and glared at Arber. “Speak for yourself Danielle. He’s only alive by your good grace, and someone had better find me a good reason not to kill him here and now.”

Overhead the camp’s protective veil winked out unmasking a field of stars. The air temperature dropped as chill nighttime air descended.

In the east, dawn’s first light peaked over the desert horizon bathing the sand in brilliant shades of orange and purple.

“What happened?” Danielle spun in circles reaching for a staff and pouch that didn’t exist.

Ronan slipped free his sheba blade and stared upward before turning his gaze toward the horizon. His shoulders sagged, and an expression of dread washed over his face. “They’re gone.”

“Gone?” Keely said. “What do you mean?”

“The dragons,” Rika said staring across the sand wearing a look of worry.

Ronan nodded staring ahead at the flattened imprints the sleeping dragons had left behind.

Danielle’s face went numb while a sharp chill crawled along her spine. “Lora’s Sphere.” She shifted into hawk form, beat her wings, and climbed above Trace’s barren war camp.

Murky shadows covered the crystal buildings sprinkled across the sprawling camp. The strange firelight had winked out, and no human life stirred.

Danielle arced right and sped, unchallenged, toward Trace’s private quarters. She dipped low and touched down outside the darkened crystal archway. She shifted into human form and burst through the doorway.

The cabinet doors stood open revealing two empty shelves.

Trace’s jewel-encrusted throne had vanished, and the room stood empty.

Rika and Keely burst in the room breathless from their furious chase.

Danielle sank to her knees and buried her face in her hands. “God help us. We’re too late.”

Inbound

 

Ronan raced through the arched doorway holding his sheba blade in his right hand and a blazing orb of blue spirit in his left. Jeremy and Arber followed a few steps behind.

In an otherwise empty room, Rika and Keely knelt beside Danielle speaking soft words of comfort.

Ronan spun in circles searching for any sign of attackers, but like the rest of camp, this room proved deserted. “Danielle, are you hurt?”

Rika glanced over her shoulder and shook her head. “She’s okay, but I doubt you’ll convince her.”

Ronan exhaled a heavy sigh of relief and released the spirit energy coiled in his palm. As he crossed the room, he sheathed his blade and stopped near his sister where she sat slumped in the sand. He knelt beside Danielle and placed his hand on her back.

Ronan didn’t know what words would offer her comfort, but he felt he should say something. He started to speak then stopped as an idea popped in his head. He slipped free the leather pack strapped to his back and eased onto the ground beside his sister.

Without speaking, he slipped his arm around Danielle’s shoulder and held her as she wept. She’d dealt with so many setbacks over the past few weeks, he thought it a miracle she held a shred of sanity.

Danielle clutched Ronan’s back, laid her head against his shoulder, and wiped away her tears.

“If anyone can survive that horror, it’s Connal Deveaux,” Ronan said. “I’m not about to give up on him Danielle. That’s not how we Deveaux’s operate.”

Danielle raised her head and peered into Ronan’s face through bleary red eyes. A look of hope bloomed in her expression. “Do you really think so?”

“I do.” He squeezed her shoulder hugging her close. “Besides, he’s too stubborn to die.”

Genuine laughter rolled from her belly, and she gave Ronan a short hard hug. “I’m glad you’re here with me Ronan. Thank you for saving me.” She leaned over and kissed his cheek.

The pack on Ronan’s lap shifted and the front cover flopped open.

Danielle jerked upward as if surprised and stared wide-eyed at Ronan’s wriggling backpack.

A white shaggy mound peeked from the pack’s shadows as if making certain the danger had passed. A long pink tongue slipped from the bear cub’s shaggy muff and gave Ronan’s hand a long friendly lick.

A smile bright enough to break a thousand hearts spread across Danielle’s face. “Ronan where did you find him? He’s absolutely adorable.”

Ronan cocked his head, and his gaze flickered to Rika who stood over Danielle’s shoulder. “Danielle, how do you know he’s a boy?”

She furrowed her brow and stared at him like three horns grew from his forehead. “It’s as obvious as the nose on your face. Any idiot can see that.” 

Rika raised an eyebrow staring at Ronan as a wry smile crept across her face.

Heat flashed across Ronan’s neck, and he turned away. “Perhaps idiot is a bit strong.” He mumbled the words under his breath.

Danielle reached out and scooped up the bear cub pressing him to her chest. “Is this an ice bear cub?”

The bear cub’s long pink tongue reappeared licking the tears from Danielle’s chin and cheeks.

“Yes. He saved my life in the Adris Mountains. We’ve sort of grown on each other ever sense.”

“The Adris Mountains?” Danielle said.

Outside the emperor’s quarters the ground trembled. Gleaming black scales appeared through the open doorway. Thoth lowered his neck and body to the ground moving his head through the archway. He searched the room until his gaze settled on Ronan. The mighty dragon lowered his head resting his jaw near Danielle and the ice bear cub.

“I’m glad you’re here. You’ll want to hear this too.” Ronan spent the next few minutes relaying information about Tara and the Baerinese. He spoke of Porthleven’s walking dead and his and Rika’s encounter with Moira in the Adris Mountains. He retold her story of Elan, Lora, Tara, and Trace, and of a man named Gabriel who befriended the dragons.

“I haven’t seen Devery in weeks,” Ronan said. “I’m afraid he’s gotten mixed up with Tara, but I’ve no way of knowing for sure. For all I know, an undead army might be attacking Freehold right now.”

“What about you Danielle,” Rika said. “How did you end up here?”

“It’s a long story, and we haven’t much time, but it’s important, so I’ll tell you what I know.” Danielle retold her and Keely’s adventures in the Chukchi Desert. She described meeting Brees, and the strange sweet diamond herder named Fizzle. She told Ronan and Rika about the plague and her discovery of the Heartwood disaster. She ended by telling how the Obsith kidnapped her and stole Lora’s sphere.

Keely glared at Arber with murder in her eyes. “What about him Danielle?” She pointed at Arber. “Why are you letting him live?”

Arber looked to Danielle, and she nodded. “If you’ll hear me out, I’ll try to explain what’s happened these last few months.” Arber spoke for several minutes. He shared his story about the mysterious visitor and the visions placed in his head that had all come true. He spoke of Martell and his travels to Zen, and the deal he made with Trace.

“Trace is on his way to Freehold,” Arber said. “He’s after Elan’s Sphere, but he didn’t say why.”

“We have to reach Freehold before Trace, but how? He’s already got a good head start,” Ronan said.

Thoth raised his head. “I can bridge the distance.”

“I’m grateful for your confidence,” Ronan said. “But, I don’t see how it’s possible to catch and bypass Trace’s entire herd without detection.”

“I can fly higher than any dragon under Trace’s control.”

“At those altitudes the air is thin. How can you hold your speed without dropping from exhaustion?”

Thoth paused before answering. “Tell me more of your power young Silver Soul. How did you manage to break the enchantment controlling me?” Thoth said.

Goose bumps rose on Ronan’s neck. “Silver soul? Why did you call me that?”

“Every creature’s soul leaves a thread for others to follow,” Thoth said. “Most human souls are ordinary, emitting thin strands of faint gray, and their auras shine with the same dim gray light.”

“Some humans have much brighter soul threads.” Thoth looked around the room. “Humans that use magic have souls and auras that burn much brighter with far different colors.”

Ronan scratched his chin. “What color is Rika’s soul?”

“You cannot see?” Thoth said.

“I can’t. I don’t know how,” Ronan said.

“Lady Rika’s soul burns a dark green like the forest from which she came.” Thoth nodded toward Keely and Arber. “Their souls burn with the same green color although Master Arber’s soul thread isn’t as bright.”

Arber’s gaze drifted downward as if in shame.

Thoth’s head twisted toward Jeremy. “The shield knight’s soul thread is a vibrant blue as those knights with similar power. I’ve also seen knights with white and yellow threads.”

“And Danielle?”

“Unlike any other human, the Earth Mother’s soul thread burns with two cords. The first is dark green like Lady Rika’s and the second, a paler shade of green, like those you call wardens. Her aura shines with powerful energy. Many of my kind hold her in great reverence.”

“Thank you Thoth,” Danielle said.

“And my soul burns silver? I’d expect a combination of three threads. White, blue and yellow,” Ronan said.

Thoth nodded his massive head. “Your soul thread is thick like a tree trunk, and your aura burns with the intensity of a silver sun. It’s unlike any human soul I’ve encountered. Not even dragon soul’s burn with such power.”

“Don’t let that go to your head Ronan Latimer,” Rika said. 

Ronan’s face flushed. “Thank you Thoth, and don’t worry Rika. I’m sure you’ll keep me honest.”

“Can you explain how you broke the chain imprisoning me?” Thoth said. “The magic you used felt unlike any I’ve experienced yet familiar somehow.”

“I used spirit magic like Jeremy’s, but I mixed raw enhancement power with it,” Ronan said. “The knights with the yellow soul threads use such power.”

“When it touched my skin I felt a surge of power enter my body,” Thoth said.

Ronan raised an eyebrow. “That’s odd. You just described how a battle knight experiences his magic. But, their magic is nontransferable. They can’t lend it to another.”

Thoth grinned. “Might it be transferable under the right conditions?”

“Right conditions?”

“Embrace your enhancement magic, and open you mind to me,” Thoth said.

“Is this safe,” Rika said. “No matter his intentions, I don’t want him draining the life from you. You’re both fooling with magic you don’t understand.”

“I agree with Rika,” Danielle said. “This doesn’t sound safe.”

“We’re out of options,” Ronan said. “If we don’t stop Trace, we’ll all be at his mercy.”

“If you’re going to do it, get busy. Time’s wasting,” Keely said.

A prickle of doubt pinged Ronan’s mind, but he pushed it aside. “Okay. Here goes.” As Ronan embraced his enhancement magic, yellow energy shimmered above his skin.

Ronan felt Thoth’s mind press against his seeking a deeper connection than he’d tried in the past. Thoth’s mental link probed Ronan’s subconscious mind. Ronan dropped his defense allowing the dragon’s request.

A low hum like a lion’s purr came from Thoth’s chest, and his eyes opened wide in astonishment.

Like a river diverted by a beaver damn, enhancement energy flowed away from Ronan’s body. It crossed the mental bridge supplying Thoth with a wellspring of power.

Ronan’s legs buckled as overwhelming exhaustion overcame his body, and he staggered.

Rika leaped toward Ronan and wrapped her arm around his waist. She flung his arm over her shoulder offering support and glared at the ebony dragon. “Stop it! You’re hurting him!”

The mental bridge collapsed, and the steady flow of enhancement magic resumed its natural course.

Strength returned to Ronan’s legs. He steadied himself pausing for a moment to hold off a bout of dizziness that left his stomach feeling queasy.

“I apologize Silver Soul,” Thoth said. “I meant no harm.”

Ronan held up his hand and waved off the dragon’s apology. “I experienced something similar the first time I channeled enhancement magic. It’s difficult to control. You just need practice.”

“Practice!” Rika folded her arms and glared as anger flashed in her eyes. “If he draws too much of your energy, it’ll kill you. Where will you be then?”

“I understand Rika, but we’ve no choice.” Ronan relaxed his shoulders and stood as his senses returned to normal. “Thoth, can you use my power to get us to Freehold faster?”

“Without a doubt,” Thoth said. “The power offered me great strength. I could fly twice the speed of any in Trace’s herd.”

Ronan gave a short nod of satisfaction. “Good. We can go then. Just try to take it easy on me. Okay?”

“I’m afraid I can’t carry all of you on my back. Doing so would slow our progress.” Thoth pitched his head downward as if embarrassed. “I can safely carry four of you without hampering my speed.”

Keely stepped forward. “I’ll take Arber, and we’ll catch up.”

Arber offered Keely a nod of gratitude. “Thank you Keely. I’d consider it a great honor to ride atop your back.”

Keely blushed, and she kicked a loose pile of sand at her feet. “I wouldn’t be surprised if we beat you back anyway. Once I catch a high altitude air current, I’ll fly with the wind.”

“Thank you Keely.” Ronan scanned each of the assembled faces. “We can’t allow Trace to rain devastation on Meranthian soil. God willing, Devery and his knights are waiting in Freehold.”

“Many guardians fled to Freehold,” Danielle said. “They can help too.”

“I haven’t forgotten how to use a longbow,” Arber said.

A kernel of hope simmered deep inside Ronan’s belly though he dared not give it too much life. He nodded. “We’ll make our stand in Freehold.”

***

A strong hand gripped Ronan’s shoulder and shook him awake.

Ronan strained to peel his eyelids open and felt his short sleep had done nothing to restore his energy.

“I thought you’d never wake up.” Rika raised her voice above the headwind that had punished the group during the two day flight from the southern Heartwood.

“I’m sorry. I’m just so tired.” He cracked open his eyes and trained a bleary gaze over the murky predawn sky. He sat up straight in Thoth’s saddle, and his muscles creaked with aching stiffness. If he didn’t know better, he’d of sworn Thoth dragged his body across the countryside. “Where are we?”

Rika pressed her body tighter and leaned her head over Ronan’s shoulder. Her raven hair flew with wild abandon whipping her face and Ronan’s. She pointed toward Freehold’s city walls looming a half-mile ahead. “That’s Freehold! We beat Trace!”

The distant city skyline appeared at peace despite the approaching dragon herd.

 “At least something has gone right this week.” He glanced behind him and found Rika’s chin resting on his shoulder. “As soon as we land, I need to find Devery and prepare Freehold’s defense.”

Lines of worry deepened on Rika’s face, and she wrapped her arms around Ronan’s chest holding him tight. “I love you Ronan Latimer. Always have. Always will.”

Those words, his mother’s favorite expression, sent a flutter through his chest. Had he ever mentioned it to Rika? “Hey.” He slipped his hand over Rika’s intertwining her fingers with his. “Where’s this coming from?”

“I needed to tell you. That’s all.” But Rika’s eyes suggested something else altogether. Something deeper. Something she held back.

The flutters he’d experienced earlier grew to outright worry, and Ronan’s stomach churned. “What aren’t you telling me Rika? You know you can’t keep secrets from me.”

Her hair fluttered over her clear gray eyes. Eyes that searched his own. She tucked the errant strands behind her ear but kept silent. Dawn’s first light carried over the horizon lighting Rika’s face in golden shades of orange, and her eyes sparkled.

Given half a chance, Ronan could watch her for hours. With every passing day, he felt his love for her grow. He leaned into Rika and found her lips, kissing her long and slow.

He let the kiss linger brushing his hand over her soft warm cheek. As he pulled away, he noticed a single teardrop in her eye and brushed it from her face. “I love you too. With all my heart and then some more.” He wanted to ease her mind, and tell her everything would work out, but he wouldn’t lie to her. 

From the snowy plains below, a slight breeze carried the faint sound of cheering voices.

“Your Majesty!” Jeremy leaned forward in the rear saddle situated behind Ronan and Rika. “Look!” The excitement in his voice carried to his eyes as he pointed toward the snow covered Meranthian plains.

Behind Jeremy, Danielle slid her arm around the shield knight’s waist and dangled over Thoth’s saddle. She gasped and pointed. “Ronan! Look! They’re all cheering!”

Rising from the snowy Meranthian plains, the Queen’s Highway ended at Freehold’s gates. Along the vast plain surrounding the road, tents and makeshift wooden huts covered dozens of square miles. Ayralen refugees by the thousand streamed from the shelters cheering and pointing skyward.

Like rolling thunder, the crowd’s fevered pitch built to a deafening crescendo. Thoth glided lower leveling out a dozen feet above the cheering masses. Ayralen men, women, and children held their faces high. They bathed in the uncontained excitement that spread like a brush fire across the open plain. After a long cold winter, they’d watched the Meranthian king and Ayralen’s first daughter find their way home. For the first time in a month, hope returned to Meranthia.

Ronan leaned over Thoth’s side and held the saddle’s jeweled pommel tight. Every muscle, from his shoulders to his fingertips, throbbed. He waved to the crowd doing his best to uphold an aura of confidence.

As Thoth glided above Freehold’s city wall, the crowd’s excitement shifted to the guards lining the walls. They pulled off their helmets and hats waving to the king as he passed overhead. Archers pumped wooden longbows high. Wild cheers erupted among the guardsmen holding open the city gates.

Ronan reached for his enhancement magic hoping to chase away the dull aches and pains. But, he found only a faint trickle of his precious magic available. “You couldn’t leave me any?”

“I’m sorry to leave you in such an exhausted state, but under the circumstances, it seemed necessary,” Thoth said.

“No. It’s okay. I’m just glad you didn’t kill me in the process.”

In Freehold’s center, the palace stood high above miles of city sprawl. Lining the royal guard towers, the Meranthian banners waved in rigid protest of gray clouds coming in from the north.

Ronan pointed toward the royal palace. “Take us to the palace Thoth. We need to ready the palace’s defense.”

Thoth climbed higher above Freehold’s skyline passing over homes, shops, and the bustling streets.

If Ronan hoped to match Trace on the battlefield, he needed rest. He couldn’t rest until he felt comfortable with Freehold’s defense.

As Thoth approached the palace ramparts, a bare handful of archers lined the fortifications. The palace grounds echoed the same empty feeling showing few soldiers standing guard.

Near the palace, the citadel’s doors stood closed. Its snow-covered training grounds appeared barren of life. 

Thoth flew unimpeded over the palace walls. He glided past a half-dozen archers waving longbows toward their king. The archers looked just old enough to shave let alone serve as royal guardsmen.

Ronan’s grip tightened on the saddle’s jeweled pommel. He hoped Sir Alcott might provide an explanation for Freehold’s startling lack of defense. He pointed toward the palace’s central courtyard. “Set down there Thoth.”

Thoth’s gaze settled on the palace’s formal gardens asleep under a thin blanket of fresh winter snow. He pitched downward rolling in a slow arc that took him a dozen feet from the southeastern guard tower. Heavy ballista arranged on the tower’s second and third floors stood unmanned. Two archers roamed the top floor near an abandoned catapult.

“Where is everyone?” Rika said echoing Ronan’s thoughts.

Ronan shook his head. “If Devery’s found Tara, he’s taken our army and the city reserves with him.”

Hovering over the courtyard’s ice covered cobblestones, Thoth extended his hind legs. His wings beat faster slowing his rate of descent. Clouds of snow billowed inside the courtyard’s enclosed space. A thin frozen mist hovered above Jeremy, Danielle, Rika, and Ronan's spirit shields.

Curls of steam and beading water sizzled atop the spirit shields glowing surface. Through the rising steam and blowing snow, a tall round middle-aged man emerged from an open doorway.

Sir Alcott Agers paused beneath the courtyard’s oaken door frame. His wide-eyed gaze wandered along Thoth’s ebony plated torso.

A mixture of steam and smoke curled from Thoth’s flared nostrils. He turned his piercing blue eyes on Sir Alcott whose bottom jaw hung open.

Sir Alcott mumbled something under his breath as he took in the dragon’s full scope. He’d not yet noticed the familiar passengers riding atop the dragon’s saddle.

Despite the exhaustion and dread brewing like a deadly toxin in Ronan’s stomach, a faint sense of ease filled him. The old scholar reminded him of home. A smile crept over his face as he slipped from the crystal saddle. Ronan extended his hand for Rika as she slipped from the saddle and stretched her arms and legs.

Through the open doorway, the rich aroma of Mistress Pell’s homemade bread drifted. It mingled with the faint scent of Sir Alcott’s pipe tobacco. White smoke curled from Sir Alcott’s handcrafted pipe Rika had whittled from a single piece of maple. The spell clutching the old scholar’s attention finally snapped. His gaze shifted to Ronan and Rika standing beside Thoth.

Ronan’s smile stretched out to a full grin. He couldn’t help finding Sir Alcott’s reaction to Thoth a little amusing. He tried but couldn’t recall the last time he’d seen his teacher speechless.

A wry grin cut a swath through Sir Alcott’s long gray beard. He stepped into the icy courtyard clenching his pipe stem between his teeth. He stopped before Ronan and looked him up and down. “You look ready to fall asleep standing.”

Ronan yawned and covered his mouth. “It’s been a long couple of weeks.”

Sir Alcott nodded toward Thoth who sat on his haunches as if sizing up Sir Alcott for an early dinner. “I’ve heard reports from the Heartwood about dragons, but…” He shook his head, and a fresh puff of smoke billowed from his lips. “I guess I didn’t believe the stories until I’d see them with my own eyes. Is he friendly?”

“Friendly?” Ronan raised an eyebrow and glanced toward Thoth. “I don’t know about that, but he’s on our side, and we can trust him.”

Sir Alcott nodded, glanced past Ronan’s shoulder, and bowed. “You’re as enchanting as ever my dear. I’m glad to find you in good health.”

Rika smiled, returning his bow with a slight nod. “It’s good to see you well Alcott.”

Danielle appeared beside Rika with her arm locked around Jeremy’s.

Sir Alcott’s gaze drifted toward Danielle, and his eyes widened. He pulled the pipe stem from his mouth and bowed to his waist. “Your Highness, I didn’t know we’d have the pleasure of your company.”

“I wish it was a pleasure trip Sir Alcott,” Danielle said.

The leather pack slung over Ronan’s shoulder wriggled, and its flap pushed open. The ice bear cub’s white shaggy head appeared licking at snowflakes drifting in the air around him.

“Well, you’re full of surprises aren’t you?” Sir Alcott said. He raised an eyebrow. “An ice bear cub? I thought they were extinct?”

“You of all people should know better than to make that sort of assumption.” Ronan lowered the pack from his shoulder, and the bear cub bounded outward. He dashed toward Sir Alcott as if he’d discovered a kindred soul.

Sir Alcott knelt and ran his meaty fingers through the bear cub’s fur and scratched behind his ears. He glanced up at Ronan. “What’s his name?”

Rika shot Ronan a sideways glance but kept silent. She folded her arms and looked down suppressing a smile.

Ronan glanced between Rika and Danielle. “I —”

“He hasn’t given the bear a name,” Danielle said.

Sir Alcott narrowed his eyes glaring at Ronan. “No name? What’re you waiting for?”

“Now isn’t the time,” Ronan said.

Sir Alcott shook his head and picked up the cub swallowing him inside his beefy arms.

The bear cub nestled low as if he’d finally found a cave to call home. He curled into a ball and rested his chin on Sir Alcott’s arm before falling asleep.

“I wish I could sleep like that,” Ronan said.

“Then come out of the cold, and we’ll talk. You look like you could use a hot meal and a soft bed.”

“I’m afraid we don’t have time for that,” Ronan said. “An entire herd of dragons is headed this way, a man named —”

“Trace?” Sir Alcott said.

The old scholar never failed to amaze Ronan. “How do you know about Trace?” Realization dawned on Ronan. “The Book of Order?”

Sir Alcott nodded. “We’ve made a great deal of progress on the translation.”

“That’s good news, but we have to prepare the city defenses,” Ronan said. “Where’s Devery?” Ronan furrowed his brow staring around the courtyard. “And the city looks deserted of guards. Where’s our army Sir Alcott?”

“Devery ordered the army, the reserves, and most of our knights northeast to Ripool almost a month ago. I’ve ordered troops from our southern and western provinces to reinforce Freehold, but they’re a week out.”

Ronan nodded. “Devery’s found Tara?”

“He has, but I’m beginning to worry,” Sir Alcott said. “I haven’t received a fresh report from Devery in two weeks.”

The news added a fresh serving of worry to the toxic churn already festering inside Ronan’s stomach. “If we don’t prepare Freehold, we’ll have even more to worry about.”

“We have to get the Ayralen refugees behind the city walls,” Danielle said. “Sir Alcott, are any guardians in the city?”

Sir Alcott rubbed his chin and nodded. “Quite a few by my estimation. They’re helping with the refugees.”

Danielle gripped Ronan’s wrist. “They’ll be able to help us. I’ll see to getting the Ayralens inside Freehold.”

“Thank you Danielle,” Ronan said. “Jeremy, can you go with her? I need you to round up any able bodied archer you can find among the Ayralens and perch them on those city walls.”

“Yes Your Majesty, I’ll take care of it,” Jeremy said.

“Climb on Jeremy.” Danielle shifted into a red falcon and Jeremy leaped onto her bare back wrapping his arm around her chest. She shot straight up climbing skyward before pitching left toward Freehold’s entrance.

“We need men on those ballista.” Ronan pointed toward the palace’s half abandoned guard towers.

The heavy gray storm clouds had closed over Freehold and hung over the palace district like an unwanted guest.

Ronan pitched a nervous eye skyward. Those clouds offered Trace the perfect cover.

“There’s snow in those clouds Ronan.” Sir Alcott puffed his pipe releasing a fresh cloud of tobacco into the wintry air. “I don’t like it. Not one bit.”

From somewhere inside the low hanging clouds, a dragon’s throaty roar broke the silence. As the roar faded, the bone-chilling sound continued, echoing from the palace walls.

Ronan’s stomach sank, and he stiffened staring into the thick cloud cover. He shot a hard look toward Sir Alcott whose face had turned ashen. “Now Sir Alcott! Go!”

Sir Alcott nodded and hurried through the open door.

Ronan glared over his shoulder as if to prompt Thoth, but the dragon had already stood and unfurled his wings.

Rika slipped her hand into Ronan’s and squeezed. “I’m going with you.”

Ronan faced Rika and raised her hand to his lips. He couldn’t throw Rika’s life away on this fight. She couldn’t match the dragons’ size or speed, but if he told her no, she’d go just to spite him.

Lines of worry etched Rika’s brow, and she shook her head. “You’re not going to —”

“Rika,” Ronan said interrupting her. “Can you help Sir Alcott spread the word? He’ll cover twice as much ground with you to carry him across the city.”

“I can’t leave you.” Her voice trembled and filled with tears.

“If Thoth and I can find Trace, we can end this madness before it goes any further. He’ll never expect it.” 

Rika opened her mouth to speak, but stopped. She reached up and cupped Ronan’s cheeks in her trembling hands before nodding. “Okay.” She said barely above a whisper.

A nervous flutter rolled through Ronan’s chest. She meant to tell him something, but what? He couldn’t press her. Not now. “Rika, I —”

Rika pressed her index finger to Ronan’s lips as tears rolled down her cheeks. “I know. Me too.” With her chin quivering, she stood on her tiptoes and kissed Ronan’s cheek. Without looking back, she turned and disappeared inside the palace.

“Take a longbow with you Ronan.” Sir Alcott yelled through the doorway and pointed toward a double door on the courtyard’s far side. “There’s a few mounted on the guardhouse wall through that door.”

“Come Silver Soul,” Thoth said with an almost joyous glee in his thoughts. “The herd draws near.”

Queen For A Day

 

Thoth beat his massive wings faster climbing high over Freehold’s Palace District. Rock-sized ice pellets and heavy snow whipped Ronan’s eyes.

Ronan tucked the longbow he’d taken from the guardhouse over his lap and moved his face behind Thoth’s neck. He used the dragon’s body to shield the gusting wind. He willed forth a trickle of power from his empty reserves. A spirit shield, weak by even a junior knight’s standard, sprang to life surrounding him and Thoth. “Remember, we’re going after Trace only. We can’t fight the whole herd.”

Thoth pitched right and climbed upward. He flew toward the ceiling of low-hanging storm clouds hanging above Freehold. “We don’t have to fight the whole herd. Trace enjoys leading attacks whenever and wherever he has the opportunity. This attack, above all others, he’d lead himself,” Thoth said as he pierced the lowest hanging cloud bank. “If we can remove the emperor and his dragon, Shedu, from the combat arena, the remaining herd will give up their fight.”

Thoth rose higher, and the snowfall intensified nearing whiteout conditions.

“I can’t see anything through this snow,” Ronan said. “How can we find Trace in this storm?”

A booming roar sounded from the cloud bank a half-mile ahead.

“Shedu.” Thoth rolled to his right and turned beating his wings in short hard bursts picking up speed. “I still hold the magic you gifted me during our journey young Silver Soul. I can see past the falling snow and into the clouds. I’ll find Shedu.”

“That’s great, but without proper shielding we’ll not last ten seconds against Trace and Shedu.”

Thoth pinned back his ears and flew like an airborne hammer toward Shedu and Trace. “Draw on my strength for your shield, but you’ll not deny me this chance for glory.”

Ronan closed his eyes and crossed the mental bridge. He found Thoth’s conscious mind focused like an arrow on the looming cloud bank ahead. His breath caught when he felt Thoth’s raw rage flare without a shred of fear. Fear helped keep a warrior sharp and focused. That Thoth felt none, worried Ronan.

Ronan channeled Thoth’s strange alien energy. Though crude, he increased the power of the shields surrounding him and Thoth. He resisted draining the dragon’s precious strength. “Be careful Thoth.” Ronan recalled Patron Tyrell’s words. “Don’t let the anger consume you. Sharpen it, and use it like a weapon.”

In the cloud bank above, a dragon’s silhouette appeared far bigger than Thoth.

Like a silent assassin, Thoth lowered his head and flashed his teeth while gaining more speed.

Above Thoth, the navy-blue dragon crystallized cutting a path through the cloud bank. He seemed oblivious to the danger lurking beneath him.

Ronan leaned forward and clutched the saddle’s jeweled pommel bracing for impact.

Thoth slammed into Shedu’s exposed belly like a battering ram splitting apart a rickety gate.

Shedu’s golden eyes widened, and he let go a panicked screech. He ricocheted off Thoth’s flared snout before disappearing inside the black clouds above. 

Thoth craned his neck skyward and roared with savage delight.

Distant roars bellowed returning his crooning call with sounds of greeting rather than threat.

Despite the danger, a crooked smile twisted on Ronan’s face. His legs vibrated from a low-pitched hum coming from Thoth’s chest.

Thoth turned in a slow arc, his gaze locked on Shedu’s path. The bitter stench of burning pitch hung heavy, and trails of black smoke curled from Thoth’s flared nostrils.

“Don’t let the emperor turn your fire against us,” Ronan said.

Thoth remained silent ignoring Ronan’s plea gliding like a jungle cat stalking easy prey.

A foreign presence pressed on the mental bridge connecting Ronan and Thoth.

Before Ronan could stop him, Thoth opened his mind to the foreign presence and spoke with a raw mixture of rage and satisfaction. “You’re a traitor to your kind Shedu, and now you’ll pay for your crimes.”

Thoth’s eyes narrowed into slits as a fourth presence entered the conversation. “You’re a fool to play with your life in such a cavalier manner,” Trace said. “I’ve allowed you to live only because of Shedu’s pleas for mercy.”

“He’s bating you Thoth. Don’t listen to him,” Ronan said.

Lurking in the cloud bank above, Shedu appeared.

Thoth twisted into a tight spiral curling beneath Shedu’s belly extending his razor sharp talons.

The bracelet on Trace’s wrist glowed deep purple as he extended his arm toward Thoth.

A satisfied grin slid over Thoth’s face revealing rows of jagged white teeth. “I’m free of your trap, fool.”

Color drained from Trace’s face. He stared slack-jawed at the plugged hole in Thoth’s neck brimming with bright blue spirit energy.

As he sped past, Thoth raised his rear claws and swiped at Shedu’s light blue belly flesh.

Shedu’s golden eyes locked on Ronan, and he froze in wide-eyed terror.

Thoth stretched out his claws, but Shedu’s head moved with the motion snapping him from his trance.

Shedu rolled right just missing Thoth’s attack.

Thoth bellowed in frustration as he zoomed past the emperor’s dragon.

Ronan pulled free a steel-tipped arrow from the quiver strapped to his shoulder and armed his longbow. He hadn’t held a bow in months, but its weight felt good in his hands.

During a hunting trip with his father last autumn, Ronan practiced without using magic. He’d missed more shots than he’d made despite his years of practice. He couldn’t afford to miss now, and just like the hunting trip, he couldn’t use magic. If he tried channeling, he might pass out in his saddle and fall to his death.

Blue energy flared across Trace’s fingertips. The air surrounding him sizzled with flickering tendrils of lightning. Electricity crackled and swirled flowing in circular currents surrounding Trace’s head and body. It grew thicker and more ominous by the second.

Thoth pitched upward opening his jaw in time to drag his teeth across Shedu’s exposed shoulder. He snapped closed his jaw, but the larger dragon moved clear further enraging Thoth.

Ronan held his breath and drew a bead on the soft skin beneath Shedu’s armored neck. He pulled taut the bowstring until the longbow’s hickory shaft groaned in his ear. He released the shot and spoke a small prayer. Ronan raised his head and watched the arrow slice the air three-thousand feet above Freehold.

Ronan’s arrow flew high clattering off Shedu’s heavy plate scales before bouncing away.

Trace’s mocking laughter rang out across the mind bridge. “An arrow? Is that the best you can do? Honestly, I expected to find a decent opponent in Meranthia, but you’re as bad as the tree folk.”

Ronan bit his lip and held his thoughts in check. He wouldn’t allow Trace to bait him. He’d seen the fear in the emperor’s eye and knew the truth despite his taunting.

Four cords of thick lightning leaped from the electricity swirling around Trace’s body.

It struck both Ronan and Thoth’s spirit shields. Streaks of energy rippled across the shields. Four gaping holes opened trailing smoke and globules of melted spirit energy.

Bitter cold and heavy snow swept through the openings and slammed into Ronan’s face like a fighter’s punch.

Ronan gasped and reached for the magic he so desperately needed, but found nothing. He closed his eyes and dipped into Thoth’s emotional energy. He found unbridled rage swirling like an active volcano. “Thoth, I can’t fight him without magic. Our surprise attack failed. We need to pull back.”

“Listen to the boy, Thoth,” Trace said. “Besides, you’re too old for this fight. I’m surprised you haven’t passed out from overexertion at your advanced age.”

Rage burned white-hot across the mental bridge.

Ronan tried to channel Thoth’s energy, but he couldn’t contain the slippery flows.

Thoth pitched upward in a wide arc trailing steam and smoke from the holes in his and Ronan’s spirit shields. He roared and spit a fifty foot arc of blue, red, and yellow fire toward Shedu and Trace.

“No!” Ronan reached outward as if to stop the dragon’s attack, but he’d as soon grow wings and fly.

A contemptuous smile stretched across Trace’s face as the amulet around his neck glowed bright red. As he stretched his fingertips outward, Shedu loosed a heavy breath of freezing air.

The snowflakes near Shedu’s mouth grew bigger forming ice pellets that shot like marbles across the sky.

Trace murmured low inaudible words. A reflective plane popped into existence hanging at a perfect angle to intercept Thoth’s attack.

The flames met the silvery surface and bounced upward disappearing into a dark cloud.

Trace’s haunting laughter filled the mind bridge. Shedu’s cold breath roared over Ronan and Thoth’s battered spirit shields.

Arctic air unlike anything Ronan had experienced froze their spirit shields solid. Cold air tore through the holes and Ronan shouted as his skin froze leaving his face numb.

The world blurred behind a blanket of frozen ice as Thoth careened forward aiming for Shedu and Trace.

Ronan’s shield shook and cracked as Thoth’s forward momentum stopped as if he’d slammed into a mountain. His shield’s spirit energy splintered. Ronan’s shield fell away leaving him and Thoth exposed to Trace’s whim.

Shedu circled upward trailing pieces of shattered spirit shield from his talons.

“Why would you tie your fortune to the slowest dragon in my herd?” Trace said.

“Close the link Thoth,” Ronan said. “Don’t let him mock you any longer.”

Thoth roared and circled upward chasing Shedu through the dark black clouds.

The snow’s intensity increased and destroyed any hope of chasing Shedu through the storm cell.

“He’s a murderer. You know that right?” Trace said ignoring Ronan’s plea. “He’s killed before.”

“By your hand. Never willingly,” Thoth said his thoughts quivering with barely contained rage.

“Never? Should we ask your brother that question?” Trace said. “Wait, we can’t because you killed him, and you weren’t even fitted with a command crystal.”

Thoth bellowed in rage and hurtled upward flying blind into a swirling mass of twisted black clouds.

“Thoth! You have to turn back!” Ronan held onto the pommel with a white knuckled grip, but the dragon had gone far beyond reason.

A flash of dark blue cut the sky, and Shedu rammed into Thoth’s right side. A sickening snap came from Thoth’s wing. He screeched a bone-chattering wail of pain that must’ve reached Freehold.

As Thoth plummeted, Shedu extended his talons sinking them deep into Thoth’s belly. With a sickening tearing sound, long ribbons of soft flesh ripped free.

Ronan’s eyes widened as cold air slammed into his face and Thoth dropped through the clouds. His muscles went rigid gripping the saddle’s pommel. Waves of fear and adrenaline pumped through his veins.

Thoth broke through the clouds beating his single unbroken wing in a futile effort to stabilize their free fall. But, he only managed to slow the rate of descent giving Shedu ample time to catch up.

Freehold’s lights sparkled below, but offered little salvation for Ronan and Thoth.

Ronan found the mental bridge between him and Thoth still standing. He reached across finding the rage gone, replaced with pain, fear, and frustration. Shedu and Trace’s presence had disappeared. Thoth had finally severed their mental link.

Thoth fell faster streaking through the sky like a mortally wounded duck. “I’m sorry for my failure Silver Soul,” he said through the bridge. “I should’ve heeded your warning.”

Ronan leaned forward and flattened his palm against Thoth’s broken wing covered by thick layers of ice and snow. He closed his eyes and channeled healing flows into Thoth’s wing. As the magic sealed the break, blackness crept over Ronan’s mind, and he teetered in the crystal saddle. “That’s all I’ve got. Anymore might kill me.” His voice sounded sluggish and slurred through the mind bridge. Ronan fought against a heavy wave of exhaustion sweeping through his body.

Thoth’s right wing caught the wind and unfurled shaking loose the ice and snow. His wings beat faster fighting against the gravity pulling him toward the towering manors closing in below.

Behind Thoth, Shedu closed the gap and bore his teeth as a swirl of fire danced around Trace’s body.

A wind gust blew upward and Thoth glided higher nearing Freehold’s outer wall. A mash of archers ranging in age from fifteen to sixty-five raised their bows preparing to attack.

Ronan pushed himself to a seated position and reached a trembling hand for the frozen arrows knotted in his quiver. He peeled loose a single arrow and jammed it in the longbow’s knocking point. The world blurred as he twisted in his saddle.

Shedu’s teeth glistened with frozen ice as Thoth’s tail fell inside his open jaw. Shedu’s golden eyes held Ronan’s gaze for a full second, and the great dragon froze as a petrified expression crossed his face.

Without aiming, Ronan raised his bow and loosed the arrow. The longbow dropped from his hands clattering against Freehold’s outer wall. His arrow disappeared into Shedu’s open mouth.

Shedu shrieked and cut off his attack retreating skyward. With his wings extended, the wind carried him into the raging winter storm, and he disappeared.

Outside Freehold’s closed gates, a trail of blood extended across the white Meranthian plane.

Blood that Ronan realized came from the wounds running along Thoth’s abdomen. Wounds he’d failed to heal when he fixed Thoth’s broken wing. He placed his hand against the dragon’s back and reached for his healing magic. With his mind a jumble of blurred thoughts and twisted images, he couldn’t find the mind bridge connecting him to Thoth. On blind instinct, he channeled his own magic reserves. Nausea, exhaustion, and a dragon’s wailing cry of desperation mixed in an incoherent mass. As Thoth limped over Freehold’s outer wall, blackness filled Ronan’s vision.

***

A pinpoint of exquisite needle sharp pain throbbed inside Ronan’s skull, but the rest of his body felt nothing. He laid still for what felt like minutes. Pain loosened his thoughts, and he tried recalling memories lying just beyond his reach.

Ronan’s brain sent commands to his body’s muscles responsible for moving his arms and legs, but they refused to comply. He pushed open his ice-covered eyes and tried to focus.

A blur of stark white nothing lay all around him. An endless field of bitter cold and grayness.

In an instant, Ronan’s memories caught up and slammed into his mind like an enraged bull awash in red. He turned his gaze ahead and the sharp pains in his brain intensified as if begging him to stop.

A gust of wind brought a frenzy of fresh snowflakes whipping across Ronan’s face. He searched the frozen field for Thoth or any sign of human presence.

Ronan found himself on his hands and knees. The snow had numbed his limbs, and he felt no pain other than his brain reminding him of his dire condition. He rolled over and sat up trying to discover his location. He and Thoth had limped into Freehold a few minutes earlier. How had he landed in a wide open field? Every square inch of the city contained people, buildings, and streets. He glanced over his right shoulder and sickening dread replaced the momentary doubt.

Through a gaping hole high on the arena’s outer wall, gale force winds blew snow across splintered, broken seats. Jagged chunks of stone and a swath of shredded timber tore a trail through the empty seats where thousands sat six months ago. They'd come to watch Ronan’s showdown with Merric Pride.

A snakelike pattern ran through the ruined seats created by Thoth’s plated tail. Two inches of fresh snow laid atop the wreckage.

Ronan pushed aside simmering dread and shook his head managing a short bitter laugh. How fitting, he thought. Thoth must’ve seen the snowdrifts inside the arena as his best chance of survival. A place that might offer a soft landing for a horribly injured dragon and his unconscious rider. He rubbed layers of crusted ice and snow from his eyelashes and tried focusing on his immediate surroundings.

Through a bleary haze, drifts of pristine snow came into focus. They laid undisturbed except for Thoth’s path of destruction. Ronan’s cloak, ripped free during the descent, lay in tatters a dozen yards away. Ten-feet away, the hickory longbow he’d used to ward off Shedu peeked above a six-foot snowdrift. Near Ronan’s outstretched legs, his belt pouch lay half-buried beneath a layer of fresh snow.

Ronan reached forward and, using his frostbitten hands as a shovel, scooped up his leather pouch.

The buckle holding the pouch closed had ripped. The flap swung open depositing its contents between Ronan’s legs.

Ronan’s numb mind worked overtime deciphering and placing the contents heaped before him.

Two strips of frozen beef jerky, a smooth piece of flint, a pair of leather gloves, and the bottom of a small statue. A statue that had landed upside down.

Ronan could place each item except the gold statuette. Where had he seen it? He scooped it into his open palm and blew away a thin layer of snow.

He held a golden statute bearing the likeness of a shriveled old woman gripping a simple wooden walking staff. Layers of fur covered her stooped shoulders, and a slight smile stretched across her aged wrinkled face.

Recollection broke through the haze and exhaustion clouding Ronan’s thoughts. He remembered the statue Moira had given him on Dragon’s Peak, but he’d sworn it depicted a dragon. He rubbed pockets of snow from his eyes and blinked, but the statue remained unchanged.

He recalled fond memories of his time spent with Moira and smiled. Warmth combined with a slight tingling sensation spread through his palm where the statue touched his skin. As feeling returned to his hand, pain flared with it. He slipped the statue into his leather pouch and gasped.

Warm blood covered Ronan’s palm where the statuette had rested. His flesh had thawed revealing a deep cut slicing his palm. Sticky half-frozen blood flowed like a funeral procession over his hand and dripped into the snow between his legs.

Ronan pushed to his feet and blackness crept over his field of vision. He paused allowing his body to adjust and felt dread nagging his memory. He should’ve remembered something.

The bleachers remained empty. The only sound came from his mouth pushing billows of steam into the chilled snowy air. Then it hit him like a fist. What happened to Thoth? Had he flown away?

Ronan turned and faced the stadium’s far side and felt the blood drain from his face.

Gallons of blood stretched to the arena’s rear wall. Heaped inside a snowdrift, Thoth lay motionless centered in a circle of frozen red snow.

Words formed on Ronan’s frozen lips but they came out soft and garbled in the arena’s stark silence. “No. In Elan’s holy name, no.” He staggered forward reaching outward for the great dragon. Darkness crept into his thoughts, and the world went black.

***

Through the icy windowpanes of Ronan’s private quarters the dingy gray sunlight gave way to nightfall. The snow that had deluged Freehold for two straight days tapered off. Gentle flurries fell ending the worst snowstorm to hit Freehold in a century.

Inside Ronan’s bedroom, split pine logs, stacked high in the open hearth, crackled beneath a roaring fire. Rika sat in a rocking chair beside the hearth with fresh wood shavings piled at her feet. Her carving knife gleamed by the firelight. She concentrated on a small piece of aged oak cradled in her hand, transforming it into some great work of art.

Danielle paced near the foot of Ronan’s bed twirling her golden curls around her finger. She paused and stared into her brother’s face where he lay sleeping in his bed beneath piles of quilts and blankets. She folded her arms and sighed. “I don’t understand why he won’t wake up. It’s been two days. Alcott, are you sure you healed all his wounds?”

The quill pen in Sir Alcott’s fingers paused where he sat scribbling at Ronan’s desk. Piles of paper spread across Ronan’s mahogany desk surrounded the scholar. Sir Alcott’s pipe sat smoldering in a glass ashtray near his elbow curling sweet smoke into the air. He looked up from his work and stared as if just now processing Danielle’s words. “Yes.”

He cleared his throat, scooped up his pipe, and bit down on its stem stoking its embers by inhaling a fresh puff. “I’ve healed all his physical wounds, but the mind is a tricky thing.” He blew smoke around the pipe clutched between his teeth. “I can’t make any promises in that area.” He shook his head. “I’ve said it before but he was tapped out Danielle. He had nothing left to give. I think his body just needs to rest. If we wake him too soon, there’s no guarantee we’ll get the same Ronan back.”

Rika’s knife paused and she looked up tucking errant strands of hair behind her ear. The worry lines etched on her face deepened. “What do you mean Sir Alcott? Why can’t we just wake him up?”

“Strange things can happen to knights when they’ve tapped every drop of usable magic from their body. It takes time to replenish of course, but that’s not what I mean.” He pulled on his pipe and reclined in the desk chair while his gaze wandered to a chessboard sitting on a nearby serving table. “He could lose pieces of his memory, or even his senses.”

Rika’s eyes widened, and her mouth dropped opened.

Danielle glared at Sir Alcott. “Alcott, don’t tell that to Rika, she’s already worried enough for ten people. Besides, that’s not true.”

“I don’t mean to worry her Danielle, but I’d be remiss if I didn’t speak of the possibilities,” Sir Alcott said. “Unfortunately, I’ve seen it happen firsthand.”

“The storm’s letting up,” Jeremy said.

The conversation stopped cold, and every head swiveled toward the shield knight. Jeremy leaned against the window’s ornate molding staring out the expansive frost-covered bay windows.

A nervous flutter rippled through Danielle’s stomach, and she wrung her hands. She’d managed to forget the invasion for five minutes. But it always came back, looming over every conversation like an unwelcome guest. “Which means our grace period has ended.” She cast an uneasy eye toward her brother.

As if reading Danielle’s mind, Rika stood and fresh wood shavings spilled from her lap. “I know that look Danielle.” She jabbed her carving knife in the air for emphasis. “You’ll not wake him. I’ll not see him hurt. If you —”

Danielle held up her palms trying to calm Rika’s outburst. Like a lioness protecting her den, she had to take care with Rika. “Relax Rika, I wouldn’t dream of hurting him.” She let go a deep breath and crossed to the bay window tracking the bonfires burning on the arena sand glowing like hot coals in a dying fire. “Sir Alcott, how’s Thoth?”

The old scholar’s brow furrowed, and he stroked his long gray beard stretched over his ever expanding belly. “By Elan’s grace he’s alive, but I don’t know how. He’s lost a lot of blood.”

“And you can’t move him from the arena?” Danielle said.

“I’m afraid that might kill him.” A curl of purplish-white pipe smoke seeped through Sir Alcott’s mustache before vanishing overhead. “Besides, I don’t know where to put him. He doesn’t fit through any traditional door we’ve here in Freehold.”

“Can’t you heal him? Ronan healed his wounds once before,” Rika said. She sat perched on the rocking chair’s edge with one eye locked on Ronan.

Sir Alcott burst out a short hard laugh causing his beard to bounce off his jiggling belly. “I can’t hold a fraction of Ronan’s power.” He shook his head. “Healing that beast would put me in an early grave. I can promise you that.”

“How are the orders coming?” Danielle said.

Sir Alcott leaned forward and balanced a pair of wire-frame reading glasses atop his bulbous nose. “This is the last of them.” He applied his signature to the document. He blew it dray and set it atop a small stack of papers arranged with neat precision at the desk’s edge.

“Do you think the men can carry them out?” Danielle said.

“What choice do we have?” Sir Alcott said.

Danielle pursed her lips and tightened the golden curl entwined around her index finger. “If we lose Freehold, we lose Meranthia.”

“The orders are worth less than the paper their written on,” Sir Alcott said. “Once those dragons start breathing fire over our ragtag band of soldiers, they’ll scatter like dry hay in a tornado.”

A kernel of rage simmered in Danielle’s chest. “We’ve many guardians among those troops. Elite soldiers every one of them.”

“Trained for fighting from treetop to treetop,” Sir Alcott said. “When was the last time an Ayralen army fought in the city streets?”

Danielle’s face flushed, but she didn’t rise to the bait. “If you’ve any other ideas —”

“What about surrender?” Sir Alcott said interrupting her.

Jeremy’s neck snapped from the window his eyes ablaze with indignation. He stormed across the room jabbing his finger toward Sir Alcott. “We’ll not surrender!” Dry spittle flew from his mouth, and his hand trembled while he shook his finger at Sir Alcott. “Your king lies unconscious not ten-feet away, and you speak of surrender? That’s treasonous, and I’ll not hear it!”

Danielle’s mouth dropped open as she watched Jeremy come apart at the seams. She’d never seen him express a tenth that much passion.

Sir Alcott shot to his feet and glared at Jeremy while pointing toward Danielle. “Have you forgotten the royal princess stands right next to you boy? Under the circumstances, and by law, she carries the authority.”

Jeremy stood straight-backed and stiff as if slapped, and his cheeks turned a bright shade of red. He pressed his lips tight together and turned his gaze from Sir Alcott.

Danielle stepped to her right and placed her hand in the small of Jeremy’s back. She felt his skin’s heat through his tunic and spoke in a soft soothing voice. “Thank you Jeremy. You’re a loyal subject. I’m glad you’re in Ronan’s corner, and I’ve no plans for surrender.”

“You’ll throw away thousands of lives? Women and children live behind these city walls,” Sir Alcott said.

“That’s why we fight,” Danielle said. “Should we turn tail and run just because the fox entered the hen house? Freedom is worth fighting for, and you of all people, should know that. If we give Trace Elan’s sphere, we’re better-off dead.”

Sir Alcott’s shoulders sagged. “I’m too old for this.” He walked over to Ronan’s bed and scooped up his hand squeezing it between his meaty palms. “I promised your mother I’d look out for you boy.” His voice cracked heavy with emotion. “It hasn’t turned out so well for us has it?”

Danielle crossed the room and stopped beside the old scholar. “We have something the Heartwood didn’t.” She hooked her arm around his and laid her head against his shoulder.

“What do we have?” Sir Alcott said.

“We have the Earth Mother.” She offered a faint smile and gazed into his eyes. “And she’s angry.”

Sir Alcott leaned down, kissed the crown of Danielle’s head, and nodded. “We’re as ready as we’ll ever be. May God help us.”

Danielle raised an eyebrow. “God? What about Elan?”

“I figure it can’t hurt to cover my bases.” Sir Alcott smiled.

Danielle laughed feeling human for the first time in days.

Ronan And Rika

 

Beneath a canopy of high patchy clouds, dawn broke over Freehold. Dazzling sunlight gleamed off eighteen inches of fresh snow. It stretched across the city’s rooftops like a winter quilt laden with sparkling jewels.

Danielle stood on the ramparts overlooking the palace’s main gate. She locked her gaze on the southwestern horizon. With one hand shielding her eyes, she scanned the horizon searching for the dragon herd. “We’ll not stop fighting until every dragon and sorcerer attacking Freehold is either dead or in full retreat. Are the men prepared?”

Sir Alcott nodded. “Aye, they’re ready. At least they can’t surprise us from the bloody clouds.” He peered skyward and squinted at the clear blue sky.

A faint wind gust pulled a thin layer of snow from the palace wall settling fine powdery mist over Danielle’s neck and cheeks. As the breeze calmed, wood smoke and sizzling bacon fluttered past Danielle’s nostrils. A stark reminder of Freehold’s citizens going about their daily lives.

Danielle shivered and pulled her woolen cloak’s hood tight around her ears. She’d arranged her hair in a compressed bun allowing her a clear field of vision should the dragon herd attack.

Jeremy raised his palm, flicked his wrist, and a trio of shields appeared around Danielle, Sir Alcott, and Jeremy.

Danielle’s gaze shifted upward before resting on Jeremy’s cool blue eyes. “Thank you.”

Jeremy offered a brief nod. “I’ll not leave your side Danielle.”

How far he’d come in such a short time. A month ago he’d have addressed her as ‘Your Highness’. The past month’s events highlighted the importance of seizing every day of life. Danielle hoped tomorrow would gift her another day. She squeezed Jeremy’s hand and nodded. “I know you won’t.”

“Dragons ahead!” The warning came from the palace’s eastern wall. The wall that bore the brilliant sunrise’s full exposure. The eastern sky provided Trace the greatest advantage for attack.

Danielle whirled and, on instinct, reached for her heartwood staff. Her stomach sank with the sickening reality facing every living warden. Her staff, like ever piece of living heartwood, had withered and died with the first tree. She couldn’t use it to fight, but it made a fine walking stick.

Three dozen dragons, each carrying a pint-sized rider, approached from the east. They used the rising sun’s fiery backdrop as camouflage. Rider and dragon crested high above Freehold’s outer wall coasting over a thin line of archers spread along the city walls.

Danielle’s chest heaved, and a cold dread left her face numb. She suppressed a burning desire to shriek and run for cover, but of course, she couldn’t hide. Her years of training and practice had readied her for this moment. She drew in a short sharp breath and turned her gaze toward Sir Alcott.

Sir Alcott stood frozen facing east, his face drawn with sharp lines of worry.

“Sir Alcott, give the signal and meet me in the central tower. I’ll need you this day,” Danielle said.

Sir Alcott’s gaze shifted toward Danielle, and his eyes widened. He stared without speaking for several seconds as if he’d seen a ghost. “Yes, Your Maj —”

“It’s Your Highness Sir Alcott,” Danielle said interrupting him. “Though I might look like my mother, I’m quite sure I’m not the queen.” Danielle lifted her skirts above the frozen stone walkway. She bustled toward the doorway leading to the keep’s highest tower.

Sir Alcott’s cheeks burned a bright red, and he offered a short stiff bow. “My apologies Your Highness. May God be with you.” He turned and hustled along the rampart shouting orders to archers stationed along the palace’s outer wall.

Cries of “Ready!” ran in quick procession spreading outward through the palace district’s snow covered streets.

Danielle hustled up the central tower’s wooden stairway. She stopped on the third floor, one story short of the tower’s full height. She hurried to an open window along the tower’s eastern wall and paused, pushing out short breaths of steam.

Inside the cramped room, archers armed with Ayralen crafted longbows manned narrow arrow slits. A second group sat close behind at the ready.

Jeremy stopped beside Danielle. He flicked his wrist toward each man creating an array of thin spirit shields.

“Thank you Sir Knight,” a stringy middle-aged Meranthian man said through a toothless grin.

Beside him, a lanky Ayralen boy with a face full of acne bowed and stared wide-eyed at the shield surrounding him. “In all my days, I never thought I’d live to see a spirit shield surrounding me of all people.” He bowed to his waist and paused before standing a bit straighter. “Thank you Sir Knight.” He returned to his assigned arrow slit wearing a fresh look of determination.

Outside, near the palace district, a dragon’s deafening roar shook snow from the nearby rooftops.

Inside the tower, the archers wore grim expressions. A milk-faced young Meranthian man with a fuzzy blond mustache and dewy soft hands dropped to his knees and wretched. His body trembled, and he began a mewling cry.

“Someone shut him up,” a barrel-chested Meranthian man said from the northern wall.

Danielle knelt beside the young man and placed her hand on his shoulder. “What’s your name?”

“My name’s Denny, Your Highness.” The young man’s lilting voice sounded suited for singing rather than warfare.

Another dragon’s roar filled the air, closer than the first. Denny jumped as if the dragon had scooped him up by his silk collar.

“Do you have anyone at home? Anyone who’s relying on you?” Danielle said.

Denny nodded wiping a long string of spit from his lower lip. “My little brother Angus. He’s home alone.”

“Think of Angus and how much he needs you to be brave for him,” Danielle said. “He’s relying on you to keep him safe.”

“Yes Your Highness,” Denny said wiping tears from his eyes.

Danielle offered her hand, and Denny took it climbing to his feet.

“Danielle,” Jeremy said. “It’s time.”

Denny found his spot on the wall and knocked an arrow in his longbow.

Danielle squeezed in beside Jeremy and turned her attention to Freehold’s eastern sky.

Two dozen dragons swirled in slow looping arcs outside the palace walls as if surveying the offered defense.

“Are they in range Jeremy?”

“Yes. We can reach them,” Jeremy said.

“I want to wait until they commit and not a second sooner.”

Jeremy nodded. “On your order…Your Highness.” He offered Danielle a sideways grin, but he kept his eyes trained on the tower’s narrow window.

On impulse, Danielle took Jeremy’s unshaven face between her palms and pulled his face into hers. Their lips touched, and she kissed him with desperate urgency. Her head buzzed as his short whiskers scratched her upper lip. The lingering scent of fresh soap mixed with a wonderful scent she couldn’t quite pinpoint left her head spinning. She pulled away, and her eyes held his. “If you’re polite with me for one second longer, I’ll scream.”

Jeremy’s cheeks reddened. “I’ll consider myself punished. I won’t let it happen again.”

The tower walls shook, and loose bits of dirt and debris fell from the wooden ceiling’s wide cracks.

Danielle peered through the window and almost jumped backward.

A muted brown dragon about Thoth’s size sat perched on the palace wall scanning the courtyard below. The sorcerer sitting atop the dragon’s saddle cracked a studded whip. It sizzled with electricity as it lashed the dragon’s flank.

“Just one more minute,” Danielle said.

“We can’t wait any longer,” Jeremy said.

The brown dragon craned its neck toward the tower and tipped its nose skyward sniffing. He glared through the tower window, and his gaze settled on Danielle’s blue eyes.

Around the palace grounds, a dozen dragons sat perched on walls and towers. Three more dragons settled atop the palace. They pounded its stone rooftop with their long plated tails.

“Okay Jeremy. Now,” Danielle said.

The brown dragon roared and opened its mouth inches from the tower window baring jagged white fangs. A stream of molten fire shot from the dragon’s mouth bathing the palace’s central tower in an inferno.

Danielle dropped to the floor as flames licked a foot over her head filling the room with a fiery blaze.

Jeremy fell on top of Danielle covering her body. Spirit flashed from his palm, and he strengthened the shields surrounding the tower defenders.

Screams erupted as flames melted through the spirit shields of three men nearest the open window. With a sickening whoosh the men’s clothes erupted in flame. Terror-laced screams filled the room. Archers flung aside their longbows and rolled across the tower floor trying to shake loose the spreading flame.

The young man named Denny tore away a fine tapered overcoat and began beating the fire from the man nearest him.

“Now Jeremy!” Danielle said.

Blue light appeared in Jeremy’s palm as he rolled off Danielle and leaped to his feet.

The dragon’s fangs glistened as smoke and steam billowed from its open mouth. Its neck lurched backward as electricity stormed from the sorcerer’s finger riding atop its back.

Lightning ricocheted from Jeremy’s shield and blue shock waves rippled across its surface.

Jeremy hurled the pent up spirit orb as flames licked the dragon’s throat.

The dragon’s upper jaw disintegrated in a thick spray of blood and bone. The sorcerer stared wide-eyed at Knight Jeremy Brooks.

A second ball of spirit leaped from Jeremy’s palm hurtling toward the sorcerer’s head.

Jeremy’s attack struck the sorcerer's head blowing it apart. Chunks of brain and flesh sprayed in a wide arc across the palace courtyard.

The spirit ball continued skyward sailing through the blue morning sky. It rolled in a high arc before disappearing above the palace rooftop.

On the street between the palace and the citadel, dozens of painted-white boards slid open. Long lines of archers and a half-dozen ballista arranged in a long trench appeared from hiding. Longbows raised in the archers’ hands and aimed for the dragons attacking the palace’s outer walls.

Danielle extended her palm toward the trenches and willed forth a surge of nature energy.

An explosion of waxy green foliage erupted through the snowdrifts. Short plants with small green leaves spread like a thick carpet over the four streets surrounding the royal palace.

Danielle’s legs wobbled, and she paused long enough for her body to catch up.

Archers lining the street released the first volley of arrows into a dozen sorcerers perched on the palace wall. The ballista nearest Danielle fired a wave of steel-tipped harpoons on the dragons beneath them.

Arrows clattered off the dragon’s thick scales. But, the high-pitched wails coming from two sorcerers proved the archer's arrows had connected. The sorcerers slid from their saddles falling like rag dolls against the palace walls.

The riderless dragons beat their wings lifting off the palace walls. They climbed and retreated eastward over Freehold.

The remaining dragons leaped from the walls and hovered a dozen feet above the palace’s empty courtyard. Behind the palace’s southern wall, a steel harpoon jutted from a dragon’s flank. The beast let loose a teeth-rattling screech beating its wings furiously trying to escape.

Blood poured from the dragon’s wound while the sorcerer riding atop him cracked his whip against the dragon’s side.

Danielle’s chest tightened. She knew, like Thoth, these dragons didn’t want this fight, but she had little choice. They’d slaughter everybody in Freehold otherwise. Her shoulders sagged, and she dropped her head turning away from the dragon’s death wails.

As if sensing her apprehension, Jeremy spoke behind her, his voice filled with compassion. “You’re doing them a favor Danielle. Better to die than lead a life of torture and slavery.”

She nodded as he squeezed her shoulder.

The dragon spun in tight circles beating its wings in desperation. High-pitched wails ripped the air as it strained against a thick steel cable tethered to an iron eye hook embedded in solid stone.

The air surrounding the dragon filled with arrows converging on the sorcerer whipping it. The sorcerer stiffened with a wide-eyed look of shock engraved on his face. His hand spread open, and the glowing command rod clattered against the dragon’s bloodied scales. It fell into the green thicket covering the snow-covered streets.

A steel tip sprouted from the sorcerer’s throat. A second shot pierced his eye and two more tore through the burlap robe covering his chest. His body pitched forward before tumbling sideways and falling into the greenery below.

“Jeremy, where’s Sir Alcott? He should’ve arrived by now.”

Behind the palace’s central spire, a booming roar shook the stone walls surrounding Danielle. A dragon, colored like an evening sunset, swooped above the archers and ballista lining the street. His mouth opened and a fifty foot spray of fire burst forward laying waste to a dozen archers and two ballista.

The surviving archers dove into the ice trenches. They scrambled and slid the painted-white boards over their exposed heads. Boards covered by the same waxen plant littering the streets, palace walls, and the palace courtyard.

Jeremy tossed a bright spirit orb toward a muddy brown dragon pounding its tail against the palace’s steel gates below. “I don’t know where he is, and I’m not leaving you to find him,”

Three more dragons strafed the city streets. Columns of flame poured over the green leafy ground cover. But as the fire retreated, the vegetation appeared almost whole showing only thin wisps of smoke.

“It’s working!” Jeremy said. “The plants are holding!”

Danielle grinned as exhaustion swept over her body. Creating the fire-resistant ground cover had consumed an enormous amount of energy.

A loud boom shook the central tower rattling the rafters. Debris rained down on Danielle, Jeremy, and the tower defenders. Spirit shields flared as splintered wood and jagged stone ricocheted in wild directions.

Sir Alcott’s head popped above the staircase. Stone and wood from the tower’s top floor disintegrated revealing clear blue sky above. The old scholar tumbled across the tower floor as a wagon sized stone tipped inward from the shattered wall.

Jeremy lunged toward Sir Alcott pushing him aside. He gasped a moment before the boulder slammed into his weakened spirit shield. Energy crackled, and Jeremy’s shield shattered unable to contain the boulder’s full energy.

The massive stone crushed Jeremy’s legs, and he screamed his face twisting into a mask of pain and horror.

“No!” Danielle leaped forward and pushed against the boulder, but she couldn’t budge it.

“Help her!” Denny said as he threw aside the longbow and joined Danielle driving his shoulder into the boulder.

Sir Alcott stood and stumbled over to Jeremy kneeling near the knight’s face.

“I can’t feel anything Sir Alcott,” Jeremy said, his voice trembling.

Sir Alcott tightened his jaw and laid his hand on Jeremy’s shoulder. “Stay awake lad. Do you hear me! Don’t you go to sleep!”

Outside the broken tower, dragons rained fire across the palace’s outer walls.

“We’ll help you m’lady!” The Ayralen teenager said moving in beside Denny and the barrel-chested Meranthian man.

The men grunted straining to lift the heavy stone from Jeremy’s legs, and it creaked forward an inch.

Jeremy screamed, his face warped in agony. “Please…” His husky voice shook with desperation.

 Danielle’s limbs felt like limp biscuits as she pushed on the enormous boulder. She glanced over her shoulder and icy fear clawed her back.

Dragons sent a blaze of fire through the palace windows igniting the floor beneath Ronan’s quarters. “Move back!” Her voice betrayed the bottled rage that threatened to spin her out control.

The men leaped away as Danielle shifted into a monstrous ice bear barely able to fit inside the cramped room. She roared as a month’s worth of frustration and setbacks spilled from her core. She wedged her shoulder under the stone and tossed it forward freeing Jeremy’s legs.

The boulder teetered to a stop blocking the stairway as Jeremy screamed a second time his face wracked in agony.

Danielle shifted into her human form. “Fix him Alcott!”

Dragon roars washed over the courtyard. They swarmed the palace like a pack of wild jackals fighting over the last shred of raw meat. Fire and streaks of unchecked lightning filled the air like some macabre summer light show.

“I’ve healed men all along this tower Danielle. I’ll do what I can, but I’m drained.” White mist drifted from Sir Alcott’s hand before seeping into Jeremy’s open mouth and nose.

Jeremy’s rigid posture eased, his eyes slipped shut, and he drifted into a deep sleep. But, his legs remained mangled and useless.

Sir Alcott stooped before dropping to his hands and knees. His eyes closed and his breaths came in short haggard pulls while he flirted with the edge of consciousness. “I’ve stabilized his back and eased his pain. For now, it’s all I can give him.”

Danielle’s thoughts shifted to Trace, flying above Freehold gloating and content. He stood on the brink of achieving his every goal. He’d leveled her beloved country, murdered her father, and now threatened her brother’s life. Rage, white and hot, flashed behind her eyes and power bubbled upward seeping through her skin as if begging for release.

The tower’s defenders froze and stared at Danielle as if a strange alien presence had taken command of her senses.

Rivulets of unchecked green energy warped from Danielle’s skin flashing in wild directions. Tangles of green vines grew beneath her feet. They lifted her a dozen feet off the floor until she settled on the jagged stone lip of the tower’s wrecked frame.

Dragons swarmed the palace grounds coming from every direction. Three hammered the palace rooftop and ten swooped over the dug-in ice trenches. Still, a half-dozen more  roasted defenders fighting from the guard towers.

Danielle’s mind shifted entering a place of deep primacy. A place her conscious mind had never visited. A place birthed of nature’s power and raw brutality. She pulled on an ocean of unchecked energy. Dark green rivulets of energy streamed across the palace grounds like a river current cresting its banks. She sought out anything she might use as a weapon.

A grim smile twisted her lips, and she bellowed with a voice rising from deep inside the earth’s core. She found her tools buried inside the courtyard’s snow-covered garden. She found more growing along the palace’s outer walls.

Fledgling pines, planted last fall at her brother’s urging, beckoned for Danielle’s attention.

The baby trees greeted Danielle’s mind like long lost children. They called to her as if she’d finally woken from a century’s deep slumber. She pulled on primal power bursting from her mind like a spring flood and channeled it into the pines giving them what they sought.

Thirty pine trees shattered their snow blanket growing at rates staggering to any watching. They stopped after reaching heights approaching one hundred feet tall. Long branches canvassed the palace grounds. The surrounding buildings stood dwarfed by an incredible array of pine trees. The sharp tang of pine resin as thick as a mountain forest filled the crisp morning air.

The dragons paused their attack. They craned their long necks skyward gawking at the towering pines. Confused looks passed between their sorcerer handlers.

The dragons flew high among the treetops lashing their tails at long widespread branches. Every remaining dragon drifted through the pine forest searching the trees for hidden enemies.

Danielle felt no pity for her despicable act to come. They’d showed no mercy and deserved none in return. She closed her eyes and stretched out her mind seeking the tree’s thick roots. She found each pine’s entry point and sent nature energy racing up tree trunks. Danielle didn't stop until she’d touched every swaying pine in the majestic forest.

A dragon roared, and fire leaped from its throat igniting the nearest treetop in orange flame.

Calm settled over Danielle’s thoughts as time slowed. She opened her eyes and raised her arms skyward.

Dark green energy arced between Danielle’s open palms. She screamed a roar so primal the earth beneath the palace district shook. She smashed her palms together compressing the raw energy into a combustible force.

The pine tree’s rattled and the earth groaned. Dragons scrambled to fly free, but the forest had different ideas. Limbs shifted and grew stretching toward wings, legs, and long pliable necks. The trees locked down both dragon and rider.

The sorcerers beat the dragons with glowing command rods, but they no longer controlled their own destiny.

Danielle’s faze froze in concentration as every pine tree exploded.

A forest’s worth of wood, resin, and pine needles hurtled outward at mind-numbing speeds. In an instant, death found both dragon and rider.

The forest disappeared swallowing the invaders under a shower of jagged splinters and sticky pine resin. Freehold’s sky fell silent. Pine needles fluttered downward burying bite-sized pieces of bone and flesh under a blanket of pine.

Danielle’s body went numb as exhaustion overcame her body. Behind her, she felt the tower defenders’ strong hands catch her as she teetered.

Atop the tower’s twisted wreckage, Sir Alcott appeared scooping Danielle into his arms. Buoyed by the surrounding men he descended before easing Danielle to the wooden floor.

Outside, cheers erupted from those lining the street. Archers slid back half-charred boards still covering the ice trenches. Jubilant roars filled the streets and courtyard as Freehold’s citizens celebrated victory.

Danielle’s teeth chattered as she pulled her cloak tight around her body. A bone-deep chill spread through her limbs despite her layers of thick wool and the day’s brilliant sunshine.

Sir Alcott stripped his cloak free and covered Danielle. His face showed none of the joy expected by a man who’d just helped save his country from a foreign invader. He’d celebrate a given day’s five o’clock hour like discovering a long lost friend. But now, his expression appeared sour and muted.

“Why aren’t you celebrating?” Danielle’s teeth chattered as she tucked Sir Alcott’s cloak around her shoulders.

Sir Alcott shook his head. “I didn’t see Trace among them.”

“He’s a coward.” Danielle said.

“No. I don’t think that’s it.” Sir Alcott’s gaze drifted over Freehold’s northern wall. “Those dragons weren’t carrying any shaman.”

“What are you implying Alcott?” Danielle said.

Sir Alcott’s face appeared haggard as if he’d aged ten years in the last half-hour. “I think we repelled the first wave. A test of our defenses. He’s holding off his main force.”

Danielle’s mouth fell open, and she stared speechless into Sir Alcott’s face.

As if in response, a dragon’s distant roar echoed from the northern hills surrounding Kipley’s Vale.

***

As the sun dipped below Freehold’s city wall, dark shadows cast a sullen gloom over the palace courtyard.

Rika peered through the bay window’s cracked glass and scanned the district’s littered streets.

A muscled Ayralen man, his arm adorned with an intricate weave of tattoos, lifted a little boy’s lifeless body from the snow. He handed the child to a squat Meranthian man standing atop a wagon converted into a sleigh. The Meranthian man settled the boy beside a row of bodies covered in plain white sheets. From a dwindling pile near his feet, he pulled free a fresh sheet and laid it atop the boy’s body covering him from head to toe. Grim-faced, the Meranthian man turned back to his Ayralen partner and waited to receive the next corpse in line.

Rika slid closed the red and gold brocade drapes and covered the horrific scene from view. She hung her head and fought back tears.

Somewhere in Freehold tonight, a parent grieved for that little boy. They experienced pain no amount of magic could ever heal. A life altering pain reserved for the child’s parents who had filled his life with fresh hopes and bold dreams. Parents wanting for him a future filled with joy and happiness. An unquenchable, unbearable pain she could just now begin to understand.

Life had cheated Rika of many precious moments. Her own mother’s illness and death in her tenth year of life had left her devastated. Two years later, when Kelwin left for Lora’s Guard, her heart had broken again.

The last blow came from Rika’s father who’d uprooted her from her Ayralen home. They had moved to Meranthia destroying her last semblance of a normal life.

Ronan lay motionless in his broad four-post bed buried beneath a small mountain of blankets.

Rika moved across the room and stopped beside him. A raw ache tightened her chest, and warm tears welled in her eyes. Would their child begin his life without a father?

Rika missed the small, one-room home she and Ronan had made together in Freehold’s Ayralen District. She missed those simpler times despite the anger driving Ronan’s actions. Circumstances had pulled them together, and they’d forged a new life. From the first day, Ronan’s love for her had never wavered. Why hadn’t she told him that she loved him every single one of those days?

Of course, Rika knew how much Ronan loved her. Every day, she saw it in his eyes, but she couldn’t endure losing him. She’d lost too much, so she’d closed her heart unwilling to let him get close.

A slight smile touched Rika’s lips. She could no more stop loving Ronan than she could prevent the morning sunrise.

Rika wiped away the tears and rolled the wooden chess piece between her fingertips. She’d finished whittling it, a king in his image, not an hour earlier. She set the piece on Ronan’s bedside table next to the golden dragon statuette.

Rika stood over him with her hand resting atop her womb. Despite what Moira had told her, she felt nothing, but she believed the old woman’s words all the same.

Rika sat perched on Ronan’s bed and tucked a quilt his mother had made him beneath his chin. She leaned over and kissed his lips relieved to find them warm and soft. “I love you Ronan Latimer. Always have. Always will.”

Rika looked on his sleeping face through bleary eyes. She wanted Ronan to take her away. They could find someplace safe and warm where they could live free and happy, but she couldn’t do that to him. She didn’t want to add more weight to the burdens already loading him down.

Rika’s voice trembled. “Please come back. I —,” she paused breaking off her words as her chin quivered. “We…need you.” She curled up on the bed beside him and laid her head on his chest listening to his heartbeat slow and steady.

A dragon’s distant roar rattled the dragon statuette and the wooden chess piece sitting on the bedside table.

A sharp chill crawled across Rika’s flesh. Visions of dragons pounding the palace walls danced through her mind. She’d already decided to stay by Ronan’s side even if the building collapsed around her.

A heavy creaking noise came from Ronan’s door, and Rika pushed up reaching for the knife sheathed around her thigh.

The bedroom door cracked open spilling warm lamplight from the corridor outside. No one appeared through the opening.

Rika sighed and sheathed her knife. The drafts running through the ancient palace had already pushed the door open twice today. She hopped from the bed, moved across the room, and pushed the door shut until she heard the satisfying click of the door’s brass latch.

Behind Rika, Ronan’s bedsprings squeaked.

Rika whirled preparing to shift forms and froze when she realized an intruder had entered the room.

A shaggy mop of white fur leaped near the foot of Ronan’s bed buzzing across the mountain of quilts covering Ronan. The bear cub stopped near Ronan’s face, and a long pink tongue licked Ronan’s cheek in a line from his jaw to just below his closed eye. Paws appearing three times too big for the bear’s tiny frame, pressed on Ronan’s chest as if to wake him.

Ronan’s brow narrowed, and his head moved from side to side as if to fend off his attacker’s unwanted advance. “Rika, what’s with the licking?” The mumbled words spilled out slurred and heavy.

Rika’s breath hitched, and she froze afraid to break the spell or he’d fall asleep again lost to her forever. A tingle of nervous excitement buzzed along her scalp before traveling down her spine and curling her toes. She smiled fighting the urge to jump up and down screaming like a schoolgirl smitten by her first crush. She reached for the brass doorknob, flung it open wide, and leaped into the hallway. “Sir Alcott! Come quick! He’s awake!”

“Rika?” Ronan’s slurred voice, laced with confusion, came from the room behind Rika. “Why do you sound so far away?”

Rika spun and dashed into Ronan’s bedroom.

The bear cub, now standing atop Ronan’s chest, licked him again from chin to nose. He cocked his head and staring at Ronan with wide-eyed anticipation.

Ronan’s eyes shot open and a throaty, startled shout escaped his open mouth. With panic flaring in his eyes he scanned the room before they settled on Rika.

“Ronan, it’s okay,” she said using the most soothing tone she could muster.

Ronan pushed himself up before tossing aside the quilts and blankets. He swung his bare feet over the bed and paused. “What’s happening Rika? How long have I been asleep?”

Rika hurried toward Ronan and stopped near his outstretched legs. “Slow down Ronan. Let me explain.”

Ronan’s cheeks blanched, and his eyes lost their focus. He nodded. “I feel a bit woozy. Maybe you’re right.”

The bear cub scaled the disheveled blankets before settling near Ronan’s side in a fluffy heap.

Ronan’s hand drifted downward before settling atop the bear cub’s head. He scratched behind his ears and squinted trying to focus his eyes. “Thanks for the wakeup call, boy.”

Rika eased onto the bed and met his bleary gaze. “You’ve been asleep for nearly three days.”

“Three days! Rika, I’ve —”

She held up her hand. “Shush. Let me finish. I swear you’ve no patience at all.”

Ronan’s cheeks reddened. “Sorry. I’m listening.”

“You and Thoth crashed into the arena floor after you decided to go after Trace.” She shook her head. “And that was a foolish idea, Ronan. You had no business taking such a chance. What if you’d died?”

Ronan cast his gaze toward his feet and sighed. “I’m sorry. I acted on instinct, and thought I might catch Trace off his guard. How’s Thoth? Is he…?”

“He’s not dead,” Rika said. “We’ve tried our best to keep him warm and dry, but he’s not well. He hasn’t moved an inch.”

“Where’s Danielle?”

“She’s resting. Three dozen dragons and sorcerers attacked Freehold this morning.”

Ronan began pushing himself up. “I can’t let her do this alone.”

Rika shook her head and pushed Ronan down by shoulders using a not so gentle touch. “Sit. Shut up, and listen.”

Ronan’s lips tightened, but he held his tongue and nodded.

“Danielle came up with a brilliant plan to defend Freehold, and it worked,” Rika said.

A wide smile bloomed on Ronan’s face. “Then it’s over? Rika, that’s wonderful.”

Rika shook her head. “Trace wasn’t among the attackers, and we’ve heard the dragons’ distant roars all-day long. It’s like he’s taunting us.”

The smile faded from Ronan’s face. “How’s Danielle?”

“She’s resting. She used an enormous amount of energy fighting the first wave of dragons, but she saved us all.”

Ronan pushed away the bundled quilts and stood. His gaze drifted downward as if noticing his lack of clothing for the first time. “Where are my clothes Rika? I have a defense to plan.”

Ronan’s piercing gaze met Rika’s but never wavered. He made no effort to cover himself. Rika didn’t know whether to mourn his lost innocence or take pride in the man he’d become, but the world needed him. She stood and opened a dresser drawer near the bed. “I’m not sure how much defense we can muster. We’ve three working ballista after the initial attack, and there’s been no word from Devery.” She tossed Ronan his missing clothes.

Ronan slipped on his pants and tunic, picked up his belt from the bedside table, and froze. His eyes narrowed, and his gaze locked on the gold dragon statuette.

“Ronan, what’s wrong? You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” Rika said.

Ronan took the dragon statuette in his hand and turned it over, his face a mask of concentration. “Rika, when you found me, did you find another statue near me?”

Had the exhaustion affected his mind? Rika tucked a strand of loose hair behind her hair. “We found the dragon statue in your leather pouch.” She nodded toward the pouch looped through Ronan’s belt. “But just that one. What’s wrong?”

Ronan shook his head. “It’s nothing. My mind’s just playing games with me I suppose.”

A light knocking came from Ronan’s door before it pushed open wide. Sir Alcott strode through grinning from ear to ear. “It’s good to see you on your feet my boy.” His gaze shifted toward Rika. “You see. I told you he’d be okay. Nothing a little sleep wouldn’t fix.”

“A little sleep?” Ronan said. “You let me sleep for three days. Why didn’t you wake me?”

Sir Alcott stroked his beard, his face awash with concern. “When a knight drains his last drop of energy, waking him could cause memory loss, personality disorders, or, more rarely, insanity.”

“Is that what happened to Danielle?” Ronan said.

“No,” Sir Alcott said. “But, she’s sleeping and can use all the rest we can spare her.”

“What’s happened to Trace?” Ronan said.

Sir Alcott shook his head and sat beside Ronan’s desk. “We haven’t seen him since the blizzard.”

“Not in three days?” Ronan ran his fingers through his hair and scanned the room. “Rika, where’s my boots?”

“Near the window, I’ll get them for you.” Rika moved to intercept Ronan before he reached his boots. She didn’t want him seeing the palace district until she had a chance to explain.

“That’s okay. I see them.” He slipped on his boots and reached for the heavy curtains.

“Ronan wait,” Rika said and reached for his hand.

Ronan slid the curtains aside and stared through the bay window’s splintered glass. He froze turning his head in a slow arc taking in the disaster’s full breadth. “How many dead?”

Sir Alcott’s gaze drifted downward. “Your Majesty, I don’t think —”

Ronan glanced over his shoulder, and his eyes flashed with anger. “I asked how many, Sir Alcott.”

“As of an hour ago, four hundred seventy three,” Sir Alcott said.

Ronan’s shoulders sagged as his gaze turned toward the bay window. “What of Jeremy?”

“Jeremy was injured during the attack, but he’ll recover,” Sir Alcott said. “He’s resting in the room beside yours.”

Ronan sunk onto the bench nestled inside the bay window’s alcove. “How many dragons did we kill?”

“Thirty-two dragon and rider pairs,” Sir Alcott said. “Your sister handled the majority of them.”

“That’s good,” Ronan said. “I don’t remember seeing many more at Trace’s war camp. With a depleted force, we might have a chance.”

Sir Alcott exchanged a nervous look with Rika and pursed his lips.

Rika’s chest tightened, and she eased onto the bench beside him. “Guardian scouts have reported several large herds of resting dragons inside Kipley’s Vale. The estimates vary, but we believe no fewer than a hundred dragons accompany the emperor’s forces.”

Ronan’s jaw fell open, and he shook his head. “What about our defenses Sir Alcott?”

“Most of the guardians are in Freehold,” Sir Alcott said. “The Prime Guardian sent them as escorts with the Ayralen refugees, and we’re glad to have them.”

Ronan nodded. “That’s good.” His tone suggested little optimism. “Rika said the city has only three working ballista. Is that true?”

“Yes, Your Majesty. I’m sorry,” Sir Alcott said.

Ronan’s gaze shifted between Rika and Sir Alcott. “How am I supposed to defend Meranthia with no army and no weapons? Even with Devery’s army, the dragons would outmatch us.”

“Maybe you could speak with Trace,” Sir Alcott said. “Might he listen to reason?”

“He burned Danielle alive and murdered thousands in the Heartwood,” Ronan said. “I won’t trust a word he says.” 

Ronan stood and faced the great bay window. He remained silent for several long minutes staring toward Thoth’s motionless body. “Sir Alcott, bring me Elan’s Sphere please.”

Rika’s stomach dropped, and her legs turned weak and rubbery. “No Ronan. Please don’t do this.”

Ronan’s cool gaze met Rika’s. “What choice do I have?”

“Shattering the sphere will kill you,” Rika said.

“But you’ll be safe.” His gaze returned to the streets beneath the palace district. 

Workers continued to load fresh corpses into an already full wagon bed.

“You’ll all be safe.”

Shattered

 

A field of stars spread across the clear night sky like an exquisite work of art. Temperatures had plummeted since nightfall freezing the melting snow that started with yesterday’s sunshine.

Ronan walked beneath the iron gate he’d crossed as a prisoner last summer. His fingers interlaced with Rika’s, he paused and took in the arena’s transformation.

The pleasant aroma of pine smoke drifted from twin bonfires roaring at the arena’s far end. Starlight and firelight mingled. The affect created an otherworldly glow across the coliseum's pristine snowdrifts and dangling icicles.

Interrupting the festive scene, Thoth’s mangled and battered body lay between roaring bonfires. A narrow shoveled path led from the gate’s entrance ending near the bonfires and Thoth’s resting body.

Puffs of steam billowed from Ronan’s nose. He tightened his grip on a leather shoulder pack before stepping onto the narrow path.

Rika held Ronan’s hand in a vice grip as if letting go might kill her. She tugged on Ronan’s arm as he tried walking forward and held him firmly in place.

Ronan’s stomach churned, but he wouldn’t turn to face her. If he did, he might lose his courage, and his worst fears would come to pass. He couldn’t watch her die like he had his mother. If had to give his life to save hers, he’d pay the price. Shattering Elan’s Sphere would save Rika and every other soul huddled inside Freehold’s walls. “Please don’t make this any harder.” Ronan’s voice betrayed the raw emotion stirring inside him.

Rika’s voice cracked as she spoke through choked sobs. “I won’t let you do it. I can’t watch you die.” She tightened her grip on Ronan’s hand. “Please don’t leave me.”

Ronan’s shoulders sagged, and his head dropped. “Rika, I can’t win.”

“Look at me Ronan.”

He shook his head without turning. “I can’t.”

“You owe it to me,” she said voice trembling.

Ronan let go a held breath and nodded. He closed his eyes and turned to face the only woman he’d ever loved. He opened his eyes and met Rika’s bleary, red eyes filled with unbearably deep pain.

Tears streaked the curves of Rika’s perfect face, and her gaze held his.

Ronan’s chest tightened, and his chin quivered. “Rika, if I had another way —”

“What if I told you…?” Rika’s words drifted off as she lowered her gaze and stared at her feet.

“Told me what?”

“Let’s leave this place Ronan,” Rika said. “We can run away and hide. Just you and me.”

“Rika, I can’t. I —”

Rika held up her hand interrupting him. “I know.”

Ronan wrapped his hand around Rika’s waist and pressed into her.

Fresh tears washed down Rika’s cheeks.

He scooped her hair behind her ear the way she always did. “I love you Rika Finn.” He smiled. “But you already know that.”

Rika slid her arms around Ronan and laid her cheek against his chest.

They stood silent and still as the night’s gentle winds turned up loose snow. It swirled in haphazard circles atop the nearby snowdrifts. A dragon’s distant shriek broke the spell, and Rika’s body stiffened.

Ronan stepped back, and a deep ache settled in his chest. He found Rika’s hands and squeezed. “It’s time.”

Rika offered the barest nod, but her tears never stopped falling.

Ronan looked into her face, but she wouldn’t meet his gaze. He understood and wouldn’t push. He turned and took a tentative step onto the narrow path.

This time Rika didn’t resist and followed never letting go of Ronan’s hand.

Ronan opened his mind to the dragon laying broken and still where the path ended. “Thoth, are you awake? Can you hear me?”

A dim awareness shimmered in the link as Thoth’s mind stirred. “Silver Soul, is that you?” 

Ronan reached the path’s end and stood before the great dragon. He pressed his hand against Thoth’s long snout. “Yes Thoth, it’s me,” Ronan said. “I came to heal your wounds before the end. The free dragons in the southern mountains will give you refuge.” 

A deep buzz drifted from Thoth’s chest. “The herd approaches the city. They fly a hundred strong, each carrying two riders. You must make preparations.”

“I’m afraid I won’t live to see the end of this battle, but I can keep the world safe.”

“The thought of serving Trace makes my blood run cold, and he won’t stop until he’s enslaved every living dragon,” Thoth said. “I’d prefer to die under my own terms. Thank you for your offer, but I’ll not take your magic this day.”

A dragon’s roar bellowed across the frozen city coming from somewhere inside Freehold’s walls.

“They’ve arrived Silver Soul. They’ve said the emperor won’t stop until the entire city burns,” Thoth said. “Take your leave.”

Near Freehold’s northern wall, fire erupted from a granary storage silo. Three dragon silhouettes glided above it.

Ronan lifted his palm from Thoth’s snout, and the dragon’s sapphire eyes drifted shut. “Goodbye my friend. It’s been an honor.”

Without responding, Thoth severed the mental bridge connecting his and Ronan’s minds.

A second column of flame shot skyward over the Guildsman’s District in southern Freehold.

Ronan faced Rika. “It’s time.” He moved near the northern bonfire and slipped the pack from his shoulder.

An explosion boomed behind the royal palace, and a dragon’s roar echoed from the coliseum’s empty seats.

Ronan flinched, and his pulse quickened. People died while he dallied. He knelt and opened the leather pack.

Elan’s Sphere floated free, and blue, yellow, and white light reflected off Thoth’s ebony scales.

Ronan anchored his mind to the sphere’s heart. He pulled it forward until it stopped beside him hovering just over the arena sand. “Stand back Rika. I don’t know what’s going to happen.”

Rika ignored Ronan and knelt behind him resting her hand on his back. “I’ll not leave your side.”

A heavy ache settled in his chest. She’d stayed with him through countless ups and downs even when he put her in danger, and he repaid her loyalty by abandoning her.

Fire leaped from a dragon’s open mouth as it strafed the citadel raining fire over its snow covered rooftop.

“Rika, when I shatter the sphere, set aside the largest two shards,” Ronan said. “Give them to your children when they’re old enough.”

“I’ll not have another man’s child Ronan Latimer. Hold your tongue.”

“Rika, please,” Ronan said.

“I’ll hold the shards, but I’ll give them to Danielle’s children,” Rika said. “That’s all I’ll promise.” The bonfire’s orange glow, the field of stars, and Elan’s Sphere merged bathing Rika’s skin in dazzling light.

Ronan closed his eyes and nodded before sparing Rika one final glance. He could live a thousand lives and not find a woman to match her beauty. “I love you Rika Finn.” He swallowed chasing away dryness coating his throat. “You’ve my whole heart.” He kissed her lips and smiled wiping the wetness from her cheeks.

A dragon’s roar, unlike any Ronan had heard, rattled the coliseum’s wall. Hundreds of  icicles dangling from the arena’s upper rim shook loose and clattered on the empty seats below.

The short hair on Ronan’s neck stiffened, and his flesh crawled. He couldn’t put off the moment any longer.

A low hum buzzed from Elan’s Sphere as its lights swirled racing across the shimmering surface.

Ronan reached out and laid his fingertips on the sphere’s surface.

The sphere responded moving energy toward his touch like a child greeting his father after a long day’s absence. Energy extended from the sphere’s surface and gathered over Ronan’s flattened palm.

Ronan closed his eyes and opened his mind easing his hand inward toward the heart pulsing at its core. Warmth spread through his hand. It moved along his arm, shoulder, and chest before filling his body with soothing relief.

A dragon’s roar boomed fifty yards overhead.

Ronan recognized its sound as the dragon who’d shattered the icicles moments ago. The creature’s tone felt primal and ancient carrying menace unlike any in Trace’s herd.

Ronan’s hand slid around Elan’s Heart. Despite the freezing temperature, sweat beaded on his forehead. It trickled down his cheek before dripping into the arena’s half-frozen sand. He focused his mind on Elan’s Heart and pulled on a vast flow of energy.

Rika clutched at Ronan’s damp tunic. She balled the cloth into her fist and sobbed. “No! Please God no!” She buried her head in his shoulder, and her body shook.

Ronan’s mind latched onto a bright kernel of energy pulsing at the heart’s center and yanked.

Elan’s Sphere lit ablaze with color. It brightened into a burning globe spilling dazzling light across the coliseum’s snow-covered sand.

Ronan gasped as the warmth in his arm changed to a burning heat. His eyes shot open, and he stared into the sphere bracing for the end.

The air surrounding the sphere shimmered with glassy waves of energy. A loud boom sent Ronan’s arm flying backward.

Elan’s Sphere repelled him. He sailed twenty-feet through the air before crashing into a deep snowdrift near the arena’s center.

The energy radiating from Elan’s Sphere dimmed. Its swirling blue, yellow, and white light returned to normal where it remained hovering near the bonfire.

Rika’s lips turned upward in a slight smile despite the disaster unfolding around them.

Ronan blinked and stared into Elan’s Sphere as if snake-bitten. How in Elan’s name had that happened?

Loose snow swirled as a wind gust tore across the coliseum leaving the air awash in blinding white. A deep, rumbling tremor shook the ground near the arena’s far end.

Ronan squinted and raised his hand shielding his eyes from the swirling ice and snow.

A pair of glowing ruby eyes pierced the gusting snow, hanging disembodied thirty feet over the arena floor.

Ronan stood and trudged through waist-deep snow until he stood beside Rika. He offered her his hand never taking his eyes from the creature standing inside the arena.

Rika slipped her hand into Ronan’s and stood beside him staring into the swirling snow.

When the snow settled, a riderless dragon with heavy bone-white scales appeared. Its size doubled the largest dragon in Trace’s herd. Even Abzu and Tiamat couldn’t match the dragon’s staggering size. Six-inch thick armored plates gleamed in the nearby firelight. The dragon’s loose skin hanging beneath its neck and stomach showed deep lines and creases. Its twenty-foot tail coiled around its tree-trunk thick forelimbs like a resting serpent.

The dragon folded its wings and lumbered forward shaking the ground with each step. Jagged icicles broke free from the coliseum’s upper deck. They shattered against snow-covered stone benches below.

Thoth’s eyes opened, and he lifted his head staring wide-eyed at the approaching dragon. His eyes came alive with curiosity showing no hint of fear or anger.

Ronan stepped forward tilting his head upward taking in the dragon’s enormous scale.

The dragon returned his gaze showing no signs of outward aggression.

For reasons beyond explanation, Ronan felt comfortable in the dragon’s presence.

From behind Ronan, a low buzzing sound came from Thoth’s chest. His eyes caught the firelight sparkling with renewed energy.

Rika moved behind Ronan and peered over his shoulder. “What does it want?” She spoke in a low hushed tone.

Ronan smiled and nodded, his mind connecting puzzle pieces that now appeared obvious. “It’s fine.” He squeezed Rika’s hand and gazed into the dragon’s eyes. “That’s Moira.”

Rika gasped and stepped forward standing beside Ronan.

At the path’s edge the dragon shifted. A little old woman bound in rich furs and heavy blankets appeared in its place trudging along the snowy path toward Ronan. She’d replaced her lost walking stick with one that appeared identical in every way.

Rika prodded Ronan from behind. “Go help her.”

Helping a dragon big enough to level the coliseum with a few simple swings of its tail seemed laughable. But, Ronan had learned long ago to hold his tongue and abide Rika’s wishes. He walked up the path until he met Moira near the spot where he’d taken Elan’s magic last summer.

She teetered to a stop, and a bright smile lit her face. She tipped her head and her twinkling eyes met Ronan’s. “I’m sorry it took me so long Ronan. Those long flights aren’t so easy these days.” 

Ronan held out his arm and Moira smiled hooking her arm through his. “Moira, what are you doing here?”

“Doing here dear?” She said.

“Yes. You told me you wouldn’t leave the mountains,” Ronan said.

Rika stepped forward and embraced the tiny woman kissing her on her wrinkled cheek. “I’m so glad to see you again Moira.”

Moira squeezed Rika’s hand. “I’m glad to see you safe Rika.” She glanced up at Ronan offering him a puzzled expression. “Why, you called for me Ronan,” she said. “I’d surely hoped you might tell me what I’m doing here.”

Ronan furrowed his brow and scratched his head. “I called you? But…” His words trailed off as visions of the golden dragon statue flashed through his mind. Just like Moira, the statue had shifted forms. He recalled the warmth in his palm and the bloody cut. He’d somehow activated the statue.

“Since you found a way to call me, I thought you might have come further with your training. But,” she tipped her head toward Elan’s Sphere, “it’s plain to see you haven’t.” 

“What do you mean?” Ronan said.

“You can’t shatter the soul sphere,” Moira said. “I thought I made that clear during our last meeting.”

With his jaw agape, Ronan stared at the tiny woman as if she’d grown a third eye. “No.” He shook his head. “You said Lora and Elan shattered the spheres to protect their people. I need to protect my people.” He looked into the night sky where murky dragon shadows loomed like a pack of hungry marauding sharks.

“Yes.” She nodded. “But, I also told you Elan and Lora linked the spheres. You can’t shatter one without shattering the other. They decided together after careful thought and a clear purpose.”

Ronan felt the blood drain from his face while his legs turned to a rubbery mush. He couldn’t save Rika or the poor souls trapped inside Freehold. Even at full strength, he couldn’t hope to match Trace. Not when he controlled a hundred dragons.

Ronan crouched and stared into the hard-packed snow beneath his boots. He needed a miracle but couldn’t see a way forward. “I’ll give him what he wants. I’ll give him Elan’s Sphere.”

Moira shook her head. “You mustn’t do that Ronan. Elan and Lora had good reason for shattering the spheres. Trace wants to combine their power and hold it for himself.”

Rika slipped her arm around Ronan and glanced toward Moira. “Wouldn’t that be better than death?” Rika said.

Ronan shook his head. “No Rika. There’s a fate worse than death or have you forgotten Merric Pride’s camps?”

Rika pursed her lips and nodded. “Moira, can you help us? You’re far bigger than any dragon in Trace’s herd.” 

Moira forced a tight smile. “As fond as I’ve grown of you children, I can’t slaughter my own kind. Not when they’re unwilling participants in Trace’s plan. Besides, I’m far too old.”

Ronan’s stomach sank with the final chance to save Freehold. He stood and faced Rika. “We’ll have to wake Danielle if she’s not awake already.” He turned to retrieve Elan’s Sphere. “I’ll need my blade. I won’t go down without a fight.” He strode toward Thoth.

“You aren’t helpless you know,” Moira said.

Ronan froze. Not helpless? Anger flared behind Ronan’s eyes, and he whirled. “If you have an answer, please tell me. People are dying Moira.” His voice cracked as he pointed toward the Laborer’s District. “Good, hardworking people. Women and children who’ve done nothing to deserve this…assault.” He spit out the last word unable to contain his rage.

“The sphere’s a crutch Ronan. Nothing more,” Moira said. “You’ve but to look beyond the ordinary.”

“What does that mean?” Ronan’s jaw clenched barely controlling his anger and frustration.

Moira’s eyes softened, and she trundled forward leaning on her cane for support. She stopped when she reached Ronan, and her eyes filled with moisture. “Your magic…your true magic lies beyond me. If I had the answer, I’d give it to you.”

Ronan’s shoulder sagged, and his chin dropped.

Moira reached up with a trembling hand and pressed her knuckles beneath Ronan’s chin.

As Moira lifted Ronan’s head up, her eyes met his. “You won’t find the answer here.” She pointed to her forehead. “It’s all in here.” She flattened her hand against his chest covering his heart. “Lean into the ones you love. Let them help you find the way.”

Ronan took her hand and squeezed. “Thank you Moira. I’m sorry for yelling.” He turned and faced Rika. “Rika, I need your help, I —”

Rika stood on her tiptoes and kissed Ronan. “Of course I’ll help you.”

Moira glanced over Ronan’s shoulder at Thoth still staring as if awestruck. “Ronan, who’s your friend?”

Ronan glanced between Thoth and Moira. “Moira meet Thoth.” He gestured toward the ebony dragon. “Thoth, meet Moira.”

“I’m humbled to be in your presence,” Thoth said.

“Ronan, why haven’t you properly healed this dragon?” Moira said.

“He won’t let me. He said he wants to die on his own terms.”

Moira pursed her lips and shook her head as if annoyed. “Pride and arrogance. This dragon has plenty of both.” She scuttled forward a few steps. “I’ll have no more of that.” She directed her words toward Thoth. “Do you hear me?”

“I…I don’t know what to say.” Thoth said.

Ronan smiled. “Don’t bother arguing with her. You’ll lose.”

Moira leaned forward and rested her palm on the dragon’s snout. Bright white light flashed beneath her palm and washed over Thoth’s body in an instant.

The long cut running along Thoth’s abdomen closed. The hole in his neck sealed shut replaced by fresh unblemished scales.

For the first time in three days, Thoth stood and spread his wings fanning the bonfire’s flame.

Ronan gazed above Freehold’s eastern wall where the first hints of dawn showed above the horizon. The city would enjoy another cloudless day. “Why have the dragons stopped attacking?”

“I’ve kept them distracted for a few minutes,” Moira said.

“Abzu and Tiamat?” Ronan said.

“And a few others, yes,” Moira said. “But our time is at an end.”

Ronan knelt and scooped up Elan’s Sphere slipping it into his pack.

“Ronan,” Moira said. “If you can destroy the bracelet around Trace’s wrist, we can help defeat the Obsith. The dragons under his control will move against him.”

Ronan nodded. “I don’t see we’ve any other choice.”

The iron door creaked at the arena’s far end, and Sir Alcott appeared carrying Ronan’s blade. He hurried along the narrow path and stopped before Ronan. “I watched from your quarters, and I thought you might need this.” His words came halted and breathless. He handed Ronan his sheba blade secured in a simple steel scabbard.

“How’s Danielle?” Ronan said while he strapped the blade across his back.

“She and Knight Jeremy are awake and preparing for battle,” Sir Alcott said.

“Move as many people as you can into the Shadow City,” Ronan said. “They’ll have a greater chance of survival under Freehold.”

Sir Alcott nodded. “What should I tell your sister?”

“Tell her?” Danielle didn’t need his guidance, but he could use hers. “Tell her to pray for us, and we’ll meet her for lunch.”

A broad smile cut a wide path through Sir Alcott’s gray beard, and he laughed filling the air with a hearty joyous sound. “I’ll tell her just that.”

Ronan leaned down and kissed Moira’s cheek. “You won’t leave the city?”

“I’ll stay nearby dear.” She raised her tiny palm and touched his cheek. “Remember what I said. Find strength in Rika.”

Ronan nodded. “Yes ma’am.” He faced Rika. “We find Trace and remove the bracelet.”

Rika smiled and nodded. “As easy as Sunday morning.”

Freehold

 

Rika soared into Freehold’s clear dawn sky as sunlight broke above the walls. The morning light revealed the dragon herd swarming the city like a colony of enraged fire ants.

Ronan tightened the buckles of his backpack holding Elan’s Sphere. He channeled enhancement energy into his vision and looked across Freehold’s skyline searching for Trace.

Rika, flying in the form of a golden eagle, climbed higher over the palace district exposing herself to the entire herd. “Do you see him?”

Above the palace district, light reflected from a dragon's dark blue scales. It circled above four smaller dragons.

Ronan touched his blade’s hilt and searched for the dragon’s rider. One swing from his blade could end the world’s misery. Shattering Trace’s bracelet would free the dragons and turn them against their handlers. “I think so. Fly faster Rika, toward that group swarming the palace.”

An adolescent tea-green dragon swooped toward Rika exposing thin rows of needle sharp teeth. Fire rushed from the dragon’s throat bathing Ronan and Rika’s shield in flames. Lightning crackled from the sorcerer’s extended hand and slammed into Ronan’s shield. Blue spirit energy rushed over its surface from the point of impact.

Ronan channeled spirit reinforcing his and Rika’s shield and willed forth a tight orb of spirit into his open palm.

The dragon dove beneath Rika while swinging its tail upward.

Rika’s shield crackled and shook as a web of thin blue cracks crisscrossed its surface.

Ronan pushed more energy into their shields restoring them to full strength.

As the tea-green dragon climbed higher, the sorceress's ring glowed bright purple. Electricity flickered around her extended index finger.

Ronan hurled the spirit forward guiding and pushing it with his mind.

The dragon bucked right and Ronan shifted the sphere’s direction tracking its course. 

Ronan’s spirit attack struck the sorcerer’s left side as lightning flashed from her finger. 

The sorceress's lighting attack veered off. She loosed a bloodcurdling scream while her stomach disappeared in a spray of blood. The young dragon climbed higher performing a tight barrel roll that deposited her rider’s corpse into the open air.

Rika screeched, beat back her wings, and extended her talons. Ronan bucked forward and slammed into her neck sliding from his saddle’s edge.

A whoosh of air and a roar preceded a flash of glistening teeth dredging a deep trench through Ronan’s spirit shield.

The midsized dragon, shaded a dull bronze color, pitched downward just missing Rika. It turned a slow arc and reversed its course.

Ronan channeled energy into his and Rika’s shield repairing the damage.

Two hundred feet below, the royal palace, awash in an ocean of green, came into view. Danielle stood on her mother’s bedroom balcony surrounded by a sphere of blue energy.

Beside Danielle, Jeremy hurled spirit attacks at a swarm of dragons breathing fire over the palace walls.

Ronan swallowed and chased away a deep unsettling ache growing in his chest. He didn’t know how long Danielle and Jeremy could hold on, but the sight served to strengthen his resolve. He had to find Trace and destroy his bracelet before he lost his entire family.

Rika dodged right and rolled avoiding a large jade dragon.

Ronan slipped free the sheba blade strapped across his back and sent a wave of enhancement energy pulsing through its core.

Atop the jade dragon two riders clung to burlap straps attached to the dragon’s crystal saddle. In the rear seat, a balding heavyset shaman sat stone-faced. A silver amulet dangled from his neck glowing a soft shade of muted orange. His lips moved, but the blowing wind and cries of battle shadowed any sound his voice projected.

In the crystal saddle’s front seat, a sorcerer with a dozen strands of braided blond hair, leaned forward. He pointed his crooked index finger toward Ronan and a silver ring, inlaid with rubies, glowed cherry red. A mocking smirk exposed teeth carved into sharp needle-like fangs. Flame leaped from the sorcerer’s finger and swirled around the jade dragon’s torso. The shaman’s amulet turned blood red while he chanted strange words.

As Ronan hurled a blue spirit orb toward the sorcerer, a booming sound shook the air beneath Rika. A thistle dragon slithered away with spirit energy sparking off its thick scales.

Rika shrieked beating her wings feverishly. The force of impact shot her and Ronan upward into a thicket of waiting dragons.

Ronan channeled energy into his and Rika’s shields and peered over her saddle.

The shaman, sitting atop the jade dragon, released the gathering firestorm. A blazing inferno swept over Ronan and Rika’s shields.

Gaping holes appeared in Ronan's shield. Molten fire seeped through spilling a hot orange wax-like substance onto Ronan’s legs.

Rika’s tail feathers burst into flame.

Ronan clenched his jaw as searing pain flared along his legs. He channeled spirit into his and Rika’s shields pushing away the remaining flames.

Rika flew at wild angles as fire and smoke streaked from her right wing.

“I’ve got you!” Ronan channeled healing magic across Rika’s back and wing. He turned the weaves inward restoring the flesh on his burned leg.

Rika rolled onto her stomach leveling off her flight pattern.

Three dragons appeared twenty yards ahead. The largest dragon bore scales of dark blue.

“Shedu!” Ronan pointed ahead.

Overhead, lighting flashed and struck Ronan’s shield opening a fist-sized hole.

A blur of green shot by, and the jade dragon’s bright green scales appeared beneath Rika’s left wing.

Ronan channeled spirit into his shield while reinforcing Rika’s bracing her for another impact.

Rika pitched right, and the jade dragon roared missing her exposed stomach by an inch. High-powered air currents rippled in the jade dragon’s wake sending her tumbling through the sky.

Braids of blond hair streaked by as the sorcerer riding the jade dragon passed an inch below Rika’s wing.

With a blur of red, Ronan swung his sheba blade and caught the sorcerer’s shoulder slicing his arm free of his body.

The sorcerer screamed, and blood sprayed from his mangled stump. Red mist showered the shaman seated behind him. The sorcerer’s eyes rolled back in his head, and his body slackened before he slipped into unconsciousness. The jade dragon rolled, and the Obsith caster’s body jerked sideways.

The sorcerer slipped from the crystal saddle, and his right leg caught in a web of burlap straps. He jerked to a stop bouncing from the dragon’s plated flank. Blood sprayed in the dragon’s wake while the sorcerer’s limp body flailed in the wind. The jade dragon shook from side to side trying to shake loose the sorcerer but only tangled him further. 

Ahead, a half-dozen lightning bolts flashed before slamming into Ronan and Rika’s shields. Long jagged rips and smoldering cracks opened across the shield’s flickering surface.

Ronan channeled his dwindling power into their shields. Exhaustion, like a dark fog, settled over his mind. “We can’t keep this up Rika.” He spoke over the whistling wind and roaring dragons swirling around them like a den of angry serpents. “You have to go faster. Trace is there.” He leaned forward and pointed over her shoulder. “He’s riding the dark blue dragon.”

A roar and another thundering boom sent shock waves through Ronan’s shield as a dragon’s talons raked his shield near his head.

Ronan channeled more energy into his and Rika’s shield, and a wave of dizziness washed over his mind before fading.

Rika pushed forward trailing a long stream of purple smoke from her smoldering tail feathers. Two dragons crisscrossed behind her, and snapped their jaws shut missing her by six inches.

Ahead, Shedu appeared arcing above three smaller dragons standing between Trace and Ronan.

“That’s it Rika. Fly straight for those three dragons,” Ronan said. “I’ll take care of them.”

Rika loosed an ear-piercing screech. She darted forward setting an unwavering collision course for the three hovering dragons.

Ronan channeled a deep trough of energy, and an enormous blue orb appeared before him hovering just above Rika’s head.

Lighting crackled from the sorcerers riding the three dragons and flashed toward Ronan.

As the sorcerer’s lightning bolts struck Ronan’s shield he willed the spirit orb forward. He guided it toward the center of the sorcerer’s defensive line.

The front-facing lightning attacks opened deep cracks in Ronan’s shield. Six more bolts connected from above and behind. More lightning attacks split open Rika’s shield, and blue smoke curled skyward.

Eight smoking holes stood open in Ronan’s shield dripping molten globules of spirit.

Ronan tightened the grip on his blade and focused on the massive spirit orb hurtling toward the enemy casters. He found the threads that bound Elan’s magic and the thin blue cord of energy attached to the orb’s center. With a mental nudge, he split the orb into three separate spheres. He directed each toward the sorcerer’s defending Trace and Shedu.

Ronan felt a sledgehammer’s weight smash the center of his back. The impact pushed air from his lungs, and a sharp flare of searing pain erupted across his back.

Ronan struggled to breathe as the sky pitched and spun leaving him disoriented. He clung to Rika’s saddle as he drained precious fading energy from his reserves. He restored a wafer thin shield around them both.

The putrid stench of scorched flesh mingled with black smoke curling from Ronan’s back.

“Rika…” Ronan clung to that single word, and he willed his body the breath it needed to endure a moment longer.

Rika screeched and teetered to her right side while thick purple smoke curled just beneath her left wing.

She’d taken a hit, but Ronan couldn’t tell how bad. “Stay with me Rika,” he said, but the words sent a fresh wave of agony pulsing through his upper back. He craned his neck upward and squinted through a deepening fog of creeping blackness.

The three dragons defending Trace had vanished leaving a clear path for Ronan and Rika. The emperor, appearing fresh and unmarked, raised his arm and waved off the dragons protecting him.

Six dragons broke off their attacks and circled above and below Rika leaving Trace alone.

Pain washed over Ronan making the act of breathing an exercise in torture. He needed to channel healing magic, but the mere thought deepened the darkness edging his vision.

“You don’t give up easy, do you boy?” Trace said. “That’s an admirable trait, but as you can see,” he spread his arm across Freehold’s crumbling skyline, “ you wasted your energy.”

Ronan pushed himself up, and crippling pain flared across his back. He channeled a faint trickle of healing magic and directed it deep into Rika’s body giving her left wing some relief. “Why are you doing this? How could so much destruction possibly benefit you? You can’t take the magic. It doesn’t work that way.”

Trace raised a bushy eyebrow. “Oh? So you know how it works? You interpreted Gabriel’s original notes and brought forth magic into the world? Is that it?”

“I know —”

“You know nothing!” Trace glared down his nose while contempt oozed from his face. “I unlocked Gabriel’s puzzle,” He flattened his palm against his chest. “I showed Elan and Lora how to structure soul energy. I showed them how to harness the human soul giving the spheres life. Now I’m the only one willing and able to combine the power of all three spheres.”

“To what end?” Ronan said. “Clearly we’re no match for you. You don’t need the power.”

Bellows of mocking laughter rolled from Trace’s throat, and he shook his head. “How I long for your naivete, but I can’t go back in time. I can’t erase what I know, and I don’t have the time nor inclination to give you a proper explanation.”

“Time for what?” Ronan said.

“As if you could understand, but I’ve lost my patience.” Trace thrust both palms forward, and a river of fire raced forward hurtling toward Ronan and Rika.

Fire swept over Ronan and Rika’s shields eviscerating the thin spirit shield without mercy. Flames sprang to life torching Ronan’s tunic while Rika screeched her wings set ablaze.

Rika peeled away from the emperor avoiding a flurry of lightning attacks from sorcerers overhead. Thick smoke curled skyward, and she fell unable to preserve flight.

Ronan clung to Rika’s back and pulled on the last drops of power he had left to give. He channeled a mixture of shield and healing magic over their bodies.

The flames died morphing into a greasy trail of black smoke marking their free fall toward Freehold burning below.

Ronan fought against blackness creeping across his field of vision. He clutched the edge of Rika's collar with his fingertips and held tight.

Weakened by fire, the straps securing the leather pack to Ronan’s shoulder snapped. Elan’s Sphere fell free and disappeared into a billowing smoke cloud over the Laborer’s District.

Confusion numbed Ronan’s mind. He held Rika’s collar? Traced had knocked her from her eagle form. Had she died? As they plummeted, Rika’s body felt like dead weight beneath his grip. Ronan’s stomach dropped overwhelmed by the sickening sensation of falling.

“No!” Ronan’s face went numb, and his adrenaline surged. Using his last shred of stored enhancement energy, he pulled Rika into his arms. He cradled her body while they plummeted toward the smoldering palace district below. Ronan channeled spirit drawing from an inner well that had run dry, but he had no choice.

A thin shield sputtered to life surrounding them both in its protective cocoon.

Flecks of blackness spotted Ronan’s vision, and he fought back nausea and encroaching darkness. 

An odd blanket of green leafy ground cover and deep snowdrifts flashed by and fifty feet below, the palace came into view. Ronan and Rika crossed over the citadel’s burning hulk belching fountains of black smoke skyward.

Ronan crossed a dozen feet over the citadel’s roofline and twisted so his rear end might take the brunt of impact. He squeezed Rika’s limp body tight giving her all the protection he could muster.

Ronan clenched his jaw and pressed his eyes shut as his body slammed into the ground.

The dragons’ distant roars came muted beneath towering walls of snow circling Ronan. The spirit shield surrounding his and Rika’s bodies had disappeared, shattered by the raw impact.

Ronan blinked afraid to move. Had he died? An odd sensation of warmth surrounded his body. He dared to glance downward and found a billow of raven dark hair spread across his chest. He’d managed to hold onto Rika, but she hadn’t yet stirred.

He moved his right arm and pain rippled from his elbow through his back and along his right leg. Ronan drew on his energy reserves, but found only stark emptiness.

Despite the pain throbbing in his arm, Ronan pushed himself up. He groaned as agony rolled over him like a pitch-black summer storm. His breaths came sharp and quick leaving behind shallow plumes of steam, but he kept one arm locked around Rika afraid to let her go.

Trace’s fire attack had reduced Rika’s clothing to tatters. Bright red blisters covered the skin along her arms and legs. Deep cuts ran along her stomach, and her right eye had swollen shut.

Ronan bent forward and placed his ear above Rika’s bloody swollen lips.

Rika’s labored breathing came in short shallow pulls. In another few minutes, even Elan’s magic couldn’t save her.

With a shaking hand, Ronan eased away a thick lock of hair splayed across her cheek. He clipped it behind her ear the way she’d done a million times. “That’s better isn’t it?” He said, his voice trembling.

Rika didn’t respond.

Ronan reached for Elan’s magic and felt his power stir but lacked the fuel to drive it. He’d give his soul to save hers, but he didn’t know how. Maybe Sir Alcott had seen him fall from the sky. His magic could save her. “Hang on just a little longer Rika, and I’ll find us help.” Ronan looked around him searching for any sign of life.

Behind the citadel, a small cemetery reserved for the Order’s fallen commanders sat nestled in a grove of oak, alder, and elm. Ronan had landed inside a deep snowdrift resting against a polished headstone.

He recognized the oversized gravestone standing beside his right hand. Ronan ran his shredded leather glove over the epitaph carved into the headstone’s granite face. He didn’t need to read the words, he’d written it himself.

The words read, ‘One great man who changed the world.’ Beneath the epitaph, the name ‘Patron Tyrell’ stood etched in granite. Ronan had chosen granite for his master’s headstone. Granite embodied strength under pressure just like Patron Tyrell.

“Thanks for breaking my fall Master Tyrell,” Ronan said. “You’ve always been there for me. Even now.”

No sound broke the silence except for the whistling wind. It carried hints of smoke drifting from the citadel’s burning wreckage.

“Why can’t I do the same for the people I love?” Ronan pulled free his glove and ran his thumb over Rika’s nearly frozen skin. “Master Tyrell, do you remember when I told you I loved her?”

Ronan bent and pressed his lips against Rika’s forehead. “Well, I haven’t told a soul, but I had a ring made for Rika. And before you ask, I went to Master Goodie’s shop. Don’t worry.” A dull ache throbbed inside Ronan’s chest as he gazed into Rika’s face. “I planned to ask her hand in marriage the night of the season’s first big snow.”

He pressed his lips together fighting off a rising wave of grief. “She’s never mentioned marriage, but I know how she feels about family. We had such plans.” His voice cracked over the final few words.

Ronan pulled Rika into his chest and wrapped his arms around her body. He slipped free the tattered remains of his heavy wool cloak and covered Rika’s body. Using a light touch, he pressed his cheek against the crown of her head and held her close. Ronan closed his eyes and exhaled releasing a slow pain filled breath. “Rest, my love. Rest.”

The wind stirred again. The fragrant aroma of orange blossoms replaced the expected stench of burning wood and plaster. Air, warm and welcoming, drifted over Ronan’s face. A moment later, it flitted away replaced by winter’s cold grip and the bitter smell of charred wood.

Ronan snapped his eyes open and lifted his head peering around the empty cemetery.

Nothing stirred. Even the shifting wind had faded leaving behind a welcome calm, but something undefinable had shifted. Reality had changed.

Ronan’s head buzzed as he tried to pinpoint the alien sensation, but it lay just out of reach. He turned his gaze toward Rika and froze.

A dark green aura of pure energy wrapped Rika’s body like a shimmering glove.

Ronan’s heart pounded, and his head swam. In his limited time using magic, he’d never experienced anything like this. Recalling Moira’s words, he opened his mind to Rika. A twisting cord emerged from the dark green energy and attached itself to Ronan’s thoughts.

The cord thickened twisting and dancing in the morning sunshine.

Ronan eased his hand forward, and his palm hovered just above the writhing energy mass.

Energy, pure and sweet, radiated from its surface leaving Ronan’s hand buzzing.

Goose bumps rose on Ronan’s flesh, and he stretched his mind along the cord until he found Rika’s pure aura. Raw, unfiltered energy poured through his mind. It felt like Elan’s power but concentrated by a thousand fold. Ronan tapped a minuscule amount afraid using it would leave Rika unable to recover, but he had no choice. She’d die without his help.

White flows of healing magic poured from Ronan’s palms. The energy flowed in waves across Rika’s body and in through her nose, eyes, and mouth. Twisting wisps of white seeped into her skin closing scrapes and cuts crisscrossing her body.

Ronan turned the healing power on his own body weaving white flows across his back and breathing it through his nose. The pain in his body eased and disappeared.

Rika’s eyes flickered, and she sat bolt upright gasping for air. With wild untamed eyes she jerked her head in every direction.

Ronan disconnected his mind from the energy flows and slipped his hands over Rika’s shoulders. “Rika, it’s me. You’re okay.”

Rika clutched Ronan’s hands and squeezed as if her life depended on it. “What happened?” She looked around the empty graveyard. “Where are we?”

“We’re behind the citadel. Near Master Tyrell’s grave. A snowdrift cushioned our fall.” Had he damaged her using whatever strange power he’d channeled? “How are you feeling?”

Her eyebrows furrowed, and she glared. “Feeling? I’m scared to death. How do you think I’m feeling?”

Relief washed over Ronan. Whatever he’d done, she appeared her normal self. He reached for his power but found himself drained. Somehow he’d imagined the power would’ve restored his internal reserves.

Rika stood, faced the citadel, and gasped as she took in the wreckage. She whirled facing Ronan. “We have to get back up there. We can’t let Trace get away with this.”

Ronan shook his head. He wouldn’t use her soul energy again. What if he killed her? “I’m tapped out of energy Rika. If I channel another drop, I’ll collapse.”

Her head pitched sideways, and her eyes narrowed. “I don’t understand. Look at you.” She ran her hands along her body. “Look at me. You’ve healed us both. Stop this nonsense.” She walked a dozen feet away and picked up Ronan’s sheba blade planted in a snowdrift beside a white marble headstone.

Ronan didn’t know what to tell her. He didn’t know how he’d managed the feat let alone explain it to Rika. “I used what I think is your life force to heal us both.” His shoulders sagged. “I’ve no idea how I did it, but it just happened. I’m sorry.”

“Sorry?” A broad smile spread across her face. “It’s like Moira said. You’ve unlocked something inside you Ronan. It’s wonderful!” She grabbed his hand and pulled him through the wrought iron door leading from the cemetery. “Use it again.” She stopped in a small clearing near the citadel’s rear wall and tossed him his blade.

“But —” Ronan raised his hand trying to slow her down.

“Since when does Ronan Latimer give up so easy?” Rika shifted into a jet-black war hawk and turned glaring yellow eyes on him. She shrieked a piercing cry that left no doubt where she stood on the subject.

Ronan leaped and grabbed hold of Rika’s back.

She took off in a burst clearing the citadel’s collapsed rooftop seconds later.

Ronan shifted his consciousness and found the strange altered reality. Rika’s dark green aura appeared blazing with the same fury he’d seen in the cemetery. He tugged on a small thread and wove it into a protection shield and suppressed a gasp.

The shield held three times stronger than anything he’d managed with Elan’s magic alone.

Rika climbed, and the horde of dragons came into view. They swarmed across Freehold raining fire into homes and businesses along its entire perimeter.

Over the Laborer’s District, a cluster of dragons circled an area heavy with black smoke and orange flame.

“Elan’s Sphere fell somewhere over there.” Ronan pointed toward the dragon cluster.

Without further prompting, Rika pitched left and climbed speeding toward the dragon cluster.

Ronan peered over Rika’s side and gasped.

Thousands of flickering lights appeared across Freehold. They shone through stone, smoke, and the earth itself. Dim gray pinpoints danced and hummed as if calling for rescue across a vast ocean.

Ronan felt them buzzing below like a throng of fireflies at a midsummer festival. He recognized each light as a human soul. His mouth fell open, and he gawked, wondering about the possibilities. Would pulling on so many threads kill him? “Rika, hold still. I have an idea. If I collapse and fall, catch me.”

Rika screeched in protest, but she heeded his call and beat her wings in rapid succession. She hovered in place seventy feet above the burning city.

Ronan’s body thrummed as a cold chill swept along his spine. The boldness of his idea left his head spinning. “Here goes nothing.”

Ronan opened his mind and reached for the threads. 

He wound them together, one thread at a time, crafting a thick gray rope. Thousands of thin soul threads, each a hair’s breadth, hung and shimmered as if waiting for his touch.

Ronan held his breath and tugged. An ocean of power roared through the soul threads cascading in an infinite pool of pure energy.

His eyes shot open, and he gasped. Exquisite beauty unlike anything he’d experienced filled his mind leaving him nearly overwhelmed. Faced with such beauty, he felt small and insignificant. “I had no idea…” His words trailed off as tears of pure joy formed at the corners of his eyes.

Two dragons, noticing Ronan and Rika, broke from Trace’s cluster and flew toward them.

Ronan channeled the combined energy of every soul within Freehold’s walls. His body blazed with blinding blue light. Spirit energy burst from every pore of his body racing outward like a million shooting stars.

Rika screeched, and her body trembled beneath Ronan’s legs. But, she never wavered holding steady while blue energy raced across the sky.

The approaching dragons roared and bucked unwilling to move closer to Ronan. Command whips appeared in the hands of their slave masters. Electricity snapped and cracked against their hides forcing them ahead.

Ronan scanned Freehold’s skyline, and an idea tugged at his thoughts. He remembered words Moira spoke in the ice cave. She told him to look beyond using brute force. She said to look beyond the ordinary. Ronan smiled and nodded to himself. “Yes…that should do it.” His voice sounded thick and harsh in his ear as if the words came from a far older man’s tongue. A stranger’s voice.

Ronan raised his arms skyward and focused the souls’ collective energy.

A blue dome of pure spirit shimmered over Freehold’s skyline forming the largest spirit shield the world had ever seen. Thick enough to withstand a thundering dragon herd.

Nausea slammed into Ronan like a stone fist doubling him over while a wave of dizziness set his head flip-flopping. “Rika, you have to move.” He fought for each word, his tone harsh and guttural.

“Hang on,” Rika said, and she hammered down her wings darting thirty feet skyward. 

The dragons circling the Laborer’s District roared. Orange and red flame sprayed into the spirit shield covering Freehold. But, they might have more luck chopping down an oak tree with a butter knife. The flame attacks bounced away and disappeared.

Sorcerers and shaman turned their raw power on the city’s shield. They sent waves of electricity, cold, and fire into the dome, but the shield held strong.

Ronan clutched Rika’s neck pulling in ragged breaths. He opened his mind and reached for the soul threads hanging loose over Freehold. He found them but couldn’t find the inner focus needed to draw on their strength.

Over the Laborer’s District, Shedu hurled his enormous bulk into the shield and let loose an agony filled screech. He bounced from the spirit shield. The heavy scales covering his right shoulder glowed orange trailing curls of black smoke behind him.

Across Freehold’s skyline, Trace’s entire herd turned and flew toward Ronan.

“Ronan, look out,” Rika flashed upward as a turquoise dragon hurtled forward and snapped his jaws shut missing Rika by an inch.

The sudden change in direction triggered a fresh wave of nausea, and Ronan struggled for breath.

A vast presence pushed on Ronan’s mind, and he recognized Thoth’s calling. “Thoth, what’s happening?”

“Silver Soul, you can’t use such magic without expecting consequences. Shedu has relayed the emperor’s rage,” Thoth said. “You’ll not survive the encounter unless you can find your focus.”

“I can defend myself,” Ronan said.

A midsized rust colored dragon changed course and slammed into Rika. She plummeted a hundred feet downward toward the looming spirit shield.

Rika shrieked and beat her wings furiously trying to stabilize her flight pattern.

“No!” Ronan’s body lurched, and he flailed sideways. His left hand slipped, and he dangled from Rika’s side clinging to her feathers with one hand.

“This will not end well,” Thoth said. “You know little of containing such power. Think!”

Ronan pulled himself onto Rika’s back while she found air beneath her wings. Using the soul threads, he could channel enough spirit to decimate the entire herd, but could he control it? He would destroy Freehold and wipe out an entire species. Thousands would die by his hand. “I’m open to suggestions.” Ronan scooted forward on Rika’s back and pulled in deep ragged breaths.

A dozen feet above Rika, Shedu appeared and slammed his tail into Rika’s broadside. The force of impact sent Rika spinning end over end across the sky like a sparrow trapped in a tornado.

“No matter your shield’s strength, Rika doesn’t have size enough to compete with Shedu. Once the herd joins in, she'll not last,” Thoth said. “A long fight will not end in your favor.”

Ronan clung to Rika’s neck as he somersaulted across the sky.

Rika’s wings caught air, and she stabilized hovering fifty feet above the spirit shield. “I can’t take much more. The shield’s holding but I’ll black out soon.”

Ronan squeezed her shoulder. “Hang on a little longer Rika. I’m feeling better.”

“You must act now,” Thoth said.

“Thoth, I appreciate the pep talk, but I could use a few more concrete ideas.”

Shedu pinned back his ears and rushed forward bridging the distance to Rika before bringing his tail around for a fresh attack.

“Open your mind to Lady Rika, and find her soul thread,” Thoth said. “Draw on the human souls below, and I’ll guide you.”

Trace’s herd grew closer to Rika and would arrive in seconds.

Ronan found the aura surrounding Rika and opened his mind to hers.

As the rust colored dragon swung its tail toward Rika, a massive red and black hawk appeared overhead like an avenging angel. The shaman riding atop the dragon stared wide-eyed at the looming war bird. The sorcerer pounded his command stick into the dragon’s flank oblivious to the impending attack.

Ronan gasped, and the link connecting him to Rika scattered. “Father!”

The sorcerer never saw it coming. Connal Deveaux sank his talons deep into the caster’s arm yanking him from the dragon’s back.

Connal released the sorcerer dropping him into thin air. As the sorcerer fell, lightning arced from his finger and streaked toward Connal.

A man with shaggy brown hair sat atop Connal’s back. Around his neck, an amulet like those worn by Obsith shaman, glowed a bright shade of blue. His palm flashed and a mirror-like surface appeared hanging suspended near Connal’s flank.

The lightning bolt bounced from the reflective surface. Connal pitched right just missing the dragon’s snapping jaws.

“Focus!” Thoth said through the mental bridge. “We have seconds before the entire herd is on you.”

Ronan forced calm through his mind and found Rika’s soul pattern shining around her body.

Two more war birds appeared above the turquoise dragon, Keely and Danielle. Before the sorcerer commanding the turquoise dragon could react, his chest exploded in a wash of blood. His face froze in a grim expression of pure shock while the spirit orb continued skyward and scattered.

Knight Jeremy Brooks flashed a wide smile toward Ronan. He rode atop Danielle’s back clutching the pommel of a leather saddle with one hand. Whispers of spent spirit energy trailed from his upturned palm.

Keely, flying in a gold war eagle’s form, lowered her head and slammed into the shaman’s back riding atop the turquoise dragon. The rider atop Keely, Kelwin Finn, pitched a handful of seeds into the shaman’s lap.

The shaman screamed and pitched sideways hanging loose along the dragon’s flank. He scrambled to grab burlap restraints while thick vines sprouted and grew around his torso. Glistening black thorns, carrying enough venom to drop an adult ice bear, sank deep into the shaman’s body.

The shaman screamed, and his eyes bulged. The vines constricted delivering toxin straight into his bloodstream.

Ronan opened his mind to Rika’s, and a thick green cord appeared. But unlike earlier in the cemetery, thin wisps of white mingled with the dark green connection.

Heat flashed across Ronan’s neck. Had he hurt her? What gave him the right to use and exploit her life force or anyone else’s? But, he couldn’t worry about philosophical arguments. Without his intervention, the herd would kill her within moments.

Ronan traced backward the white wisps crisscrossing her aura.

A white dot of swirling energy twisted and danced spinning in a cocoon nestled in Rika’s core somehow separate but also a part of her.

Ronan’s eyes widened, and he almost dropped the bond he’d formed with Rika. A thin chill shuttled along his spine and broadened darting across his neck and back. “Rika, you’re pregnant!” Without thinking, he blurted out the words and immediately regretted them.

Guilt transferred from Rika across their mental bond. “Yes, I’m sorry I didn’t tell you before,” Rika said. “I was afraid you’d tuck me away in some corner like a porcelain doll.”

He would’ve done just that. “And what’s wrong with that? I love you, and I love that child just as much. I don’t want to see either of you hurt.”

Anger stirred replacing the guilt. “And I love you too dummy,” Rika said. “If something happened to you that I could’ve prevented, I’d never forgive myself.”

A third presence broke the domestic standoff as Thoth spoke. “There’s no time for this bickering. Channel the soul threads now!”

Ronan’s mind lurched as if Thoth had struck him. “Yes, I’m sorry.” He probed outward and found the soul threads glowing beneath Freehold’s giant spirit shield. Power, pure unchained and raw, filled his subconscious threatening to rip him apart. “Go!”

Thoth spoke again using the bond. “Lady Rika, use your mind and find my essence. Bond with it. Hurry!”

Rika’s mind moved across Ronan’s mental bridge, and she did as Thoth instructed. She gasped, and a feeling of awe filled the mental bridge. Rika didn’t hesitate and shifted.

Power, greater than any Ronan could hold, flowed through him like a conduit. It entered Rika’s body fueling her transformation.

“Leave the link open to the soul threads, and use the power Lady Rika,” Thoth said. “Fight!”

A dragon, three times Shedu’s size, replaced Rika’s war hawk form. Gleaming ebony scales littered with silver flecks spread along her wings and body. Her tail bristled with needle sharp spikes.

Rika turned her glowing silver eyes on the rust dragon nearest her. She roared with a sound so deafening it left Ronan’s bones vibrating.

“Leave the dragons Rika,” Ronan said. “Find Trace.”

Trace, Shedu, and over ninety dragons arrived circling Ronan and Rika. Danielle, Connal, and Keely fluttered near Rika’s broad flank.

Ronan drew on a tiny amount of soul power. He surrounded his family and friends with shields thick enough to withstand any attack Trace could manage.

As Rika turned her gaze on Shedu, she grinned bearing row after row of needle sharp fangs. Each tooth stood eighteen inches long and glistened with a fluid appearing more like lamp oil than saliva.

Shedu balked pulling up inches short of Rika’s reach. Despite the sorcers assault with their command whips, the remaining herd twisted and fought. They refused to engage Rika in open combat.

A mottled-brown juvenile dragon, the runt of the herd, wailed with a high-pitched screech. The sorcerer seated atop her beat the dragon mercilessly with his command whip.

Ronan sipped at the soul power. He sent enough enhancement energy through his sheba blade to slice clean through a ten-foot thick granite slab.

Fear, raw and foreign, touched Trace’s eyes as he launched gouts of flame from both palms.

The flames licked Ronan’s shield without making a bare dent before scattering into nothing.

Trace screamed as impotent rage boiled in his eyes. “You’ve no idea what you’re doing or the chain of events you’ve unleashed this day.”

“Give me the bracelet,” Ronan said.

Trace’s jaw dropped open, and he stared ahead wearing a blank expression. “No.” He choked on the word as he spoke.

“Now!” Ronan said stretching out his palm.

Trace opened a large crystal container fixed to Shedu’s saddle and reached inside. As he did, the charred edges of Ronan’s pack appeared. 

Ronan’s mind swirled. His eyes locked on his pack, the same one holding Elan’s Sphere. Trace had recovered his pack from the Laborer’s District before Ronan raised the shield.

The Obsith emperor pulled out the heartwood sapling. The world’s last living heartwood tree and the lone hope for curing the plague ravaging the Obsith.

“I’ll burn it!” Trace said as flames and smoke smoldered near the crystal pot’s base.

Danielle’s eyes blazed with fury, and she let loose an earsplitting screech. She beat her wings in a frenzy and burst forward launching herself toward the heartwood sapling.

“Don’t come closer,” Trace said. He extended the sapling further pushing flames along the crystal pot until they licked its bottom branches.

Danielle crested upward breaking off her assault before looping back near Rika.

Ronan’s eyes flickered between the bracelet looped around Trace’s wrist and the sapling resting in his palm. Could he save both?

Around Rika, dozens of dragons wailed. Their sorcerer handlers continued to assault them with their command whips.

“They can’t hold back forever,” Thoth said through the bond. “If you don’t act, the compulsion will force them to attack.”

Ronan’s gaze shifted between the bracelet and the smoldering tree. If the dragon herd broke loose he’d have no choice but to slaughter them, but could he? That members of his family or his cherished friends might die left his stomach churning. If he let Trace flee, he would combine the sphere’s power. Could he stop him afterward? Would Ronan hold any magic if that happened?  “Rika, move six-inches forward,” Ronan said through the bond.

Rika edged closer, and Trace’s eyes widened as fear washed over his face.

The broad leaves on the heartwood’s lowest branches burst into flame.

Danielle wailed turning tight circles with her eyes locked on the sapling.

“Stop!” Trace said his voice heavy with desperation. “Allow me passage to Obsith, and you can keep the tree.”

Ronan shook his head. “You’ve murdered thousands in the Heartwood, and I’ll not negotiate with a madman.” He channeled soul energy through his blade and swung with all the speed and power he could muster.

Ronan’s blade flashed in a tight arc moving at a speed imperceptible to the human eye. A heavy metallic popping sound filled the air, and light exploded from Trace’s wrist.

The bracelet shattered, breaking into a hundred separate pieces. Trace’s hand disappeared under Ronan’s blade.

Trace stared slack-jawed at the cauterized stump where his hand had appeared moments earlier. His bracelet and his right hand vanished. The same hand where the heartwood sapling rested moments earlier.

Danielle let loose a piercing wail before plunging toward the burning plant.

The last of the great heartwood trees burst into flame and died before ever reaching the glowing dome fifty feet below.

The sorcerers' crystal command whips hung limp and lifeless. But, they continued to beat the dragon’s flank with the effectiveness of a wet noodle.

“Release!” Thoth said through the bond. “Praise be you Silver Soul!”

One by one, dragons flashed glistening fangs toward their handlers. They rolled through the air bucking loose their unwanted riders.

The rust colored dragon, Ronan’s mortal foe moments earlier, caught a draft of air and drifted upward opening his jaw wide. He drifted by a rose colored dragon shaking its body like a wet dog.

The rust dragon scooped its jaw beneath a writhing sorcerer caught in heavy burlap restraints. The sorcerer’s command whip fell away. The dragon tipped his head back and bit down with a sickening crunch before swallowing the sorcerer whole.

Ronan tapped the soul energy and channeled a detention shield around Trace. He left a heavy band of spirit tethered to the shield and yanked.

Unable to resist, Trace’s body sailed free of Shedu’s saddle, and he swung like a rodent caught inside a translucent trap.

Looming in the sky above, a great shadow appeared blotting the morning sun.

Ronan craned his neck skyward and smiled.

Moira descended and hovered before Shedu as the freed dragon herd buzzed around her swirling in a writhing mass.

Shedu lowered his head as Moira’s enormous ivory body dwarfed him like a mother ready to scold her child.

Ronan felt a presence, Moira’s he knew, press against his mind. “You can’t let him go free. Shedu was under no compulsion.”

“We’ll find a fitting punishment for Shedu, but not until we’ve heard him out,” Moira said. “I can promise, he’ll pay for any crime he’s committed.” She turned her ruby gaze on Trace swinging in his crystal prison a dozen feet beneath Rika. “I might ask the same of him.”

“I need him alive,” Ronan said. “He’s done this for some reason I can’t begin to understand. I need to find out why before he’s sentenced.”

Moira tipped her enormous head forward nodding her consent. “I’ll return to the mountains with the herd, but I’ll be expecting you. There’s a great deal you still need to learn.”

“Our troubles aren’t over. I still have Tara to deal with, and I need to find Devery Tyrell.” Ronan stared eastward as if he might find Tara and Devery buzz over the horizon at any moment.

Connal Deveaux landed atop Shedu’s saddle while the dragon paid him no heed. He clutched the two leather packs in his talons and lifted off.

“Can I call you using the statue?” Ronan said.

“If you’ve need enough, yes,” Moira said. “Traveling becomes more difficult with every passing year. I’d urge you and Rika to make the trip to see me instead.”

“Thank you Moira. For everything.”

“You’re welcome Ronan, and congratulations to you and Rika,” Moira said. “She’ll need your help in the days to come.”

Ronan’s face flushed. “You knew?”

“Of course. I knew the moment I saw her. Don’t wait too long to find me. Okay?”

“Yes ma’am. Thank you,” Ronan said.

As Moira turned southward, the herd turned with her and followed in her wake.

Ronan released Freehold’s spirit dome, and his eyes widened in astonishment.

Ayralen and Meranthian citizens by the thousand flooded the snow covered streets. They turned joyous faces upward as they joined shoulder to shoulder cheering.

Epilogue

 

Snow, thick and unrelenting, continued its deluge over Ripool. Visibility had dropped to zero while the harbor had transformed, resembling a half-formed glacier.

Ice boulders, clogging the harbor mouth, had spread to the shore. Ice ripped apart one of Ripool’s two major docks leaving behind icy splintered ruins.

Tara moved from the great hall’s picture window. She eased into a wooden rocker near the meeting room’s massive stone hearth.

Tara loved winter weather, and had missed it during her years in Baerin. General Demos didn’t like cold temperatures. Beyond that, his body couldn’t function with prolonged exposure.

General Demos hoisted a four-foot section of charred timber and tossed it atop the already blazing fire. He settled onto a stone bench he’d dragged into the great hall from Bawold’s courtyard.

“Have you heard from the scouts?” Tara said.

General Demos shook his head without turning. “It’s going on three days since I last saw them. It’s possible the soul knight has captured them.”

Tara nodded and stared into the spitting fire. “I’m sorry Gregor. I’m sorry for all that’s happened. I’d never imagined this disaster.”

General Demos stiffened but kept silent. His unspoken words said enough.

“I’d not expected finding a creature such as this Meranthian king,” Tara said.

“We can take solace with the snowfall,” General Demos said breaking his silence. “The mountain is impassable, and the soul knight can’t bring his army until he’s cleared the pass.”

Could she find a way? “Perhaps….” Her voice faded as she decided against sharing yet another fruitless idea with the Baerinese general.

The great hall’s eight-foot iron door swung open. Gale force winds and heavy snow blew into the cavernous dining room.

The Baerinese scout stooped and crossed under the doorway. He paused without bothering to close the door behind him. “General Demos come quickly!” The scout motioned toward the door.

The soldier hadn’t addressed Tara, but the general’s men rarely did. Tara stood and hustled behind General Demos who had already crossed half the room’s fifty foot span in three great strides.

General Demos bent and crossed beneath the doorway before raising his arm to shield the blowing snow and ice.

Tara secured her cloak and pulled tight her hood. She followed him through the stronghold’s snow-capped courtyard.

The scout plowed through five-foot snowdrifts with ease before disappearing inside a guard tower.

General Demos followed close behind and vanished through the tower’s burned doorway. 

Ten minutes later, Tara worked her way to the tower’s highest room. She found both the scout and General Demos staring across the ice packed harbor.

“I found them a day and a half ago sir,” the scout said.

General Demos smiled and squeezed the young scout’s shoulder. “Well done sergeant. Well done.” He laughed for the first time in weeks.

Tara whirled and peered across the harbor’s icy surface.

Ice heaved and cracked as a ship, five times larger than the Damocles, broke through the foot-thick ice like wet tissue paper. “Is that —?”

“Yes mistress, that’s a juggernaut. Our juggernaut.” General Demos smiled. He stared at the pitch-black ship heaving and tossing through Ripool’s frozen harbor.

The snow’s intensity faded revealing the harbor mouth and the open sea beyond.

Tara gasped and squeezed General Demos’s wrist.

In the still water trailing the juggernaut, ships by the score stretched in a single file line ending with the horizon’s dull gray edge. The Baerinese fleet had finally arrived in Meranthia.

***

Ronan crossed beneath the palace library’s carved oaken archway and paused.

Dry pine crackled in the hearth where a roaring fire spit embers into wisps of gray smoke before curling up the stone chimney. Crammed full, floor-to-ceiling bookcases lined three of the room’s walls. Nestled before the hearth, two leather armchairs sat beside a matching leather love seat.

Across the room, Rika stared out a frost-covered picture window.

The season’s second major snowstorm held Freehold in its grip.

She curled her dark hair behind her ear while a contemplative expression lined her face. Rika didn’t turn as Ronan entered, appearing lost in thought.

Ronan eased across the room and paused, stopping a few feet behind her.

The fading light spread a soft shadow across Rika’s jawline accentuating its perfect curve.

Though he’d seen her almost every day for the past six years, Rika’s natural beauty never failed to surprise him. He loved most these quiet, stolen moments spent in her presence. They’d grown rare this past year, and he mentally promised to never take them for granted.

Inside his trouser pocket, Ronan rolled a ring between his fingers. The same ring Master Goodie had crafted to his specifications late last autumn.

Ronan’s heart pounded. Heat from the hearth’s blazing fire slow-baked his neck and back starting a bead of sweat trickling along his spine. He licked his lips and tried to calm his rising pulse with a slow deep breath.

“If you want to sneak up on me, you’ll have to be a fair bit more quiet Ronan Latimer,” Rika said without turning.

Ronan’s stomach flip-flopped. Why the sudden nerves? He’d spent hundreds of hours alone with Rika, but never before asking such an important question.

Ronan forced a short nervous laugh. “I can’t get anything by you, can I?”

Rika turned to face him with her brow furrowed. “What’s wrong with you?”

The blood drained from Ronan’s face as she turned to face him. She’d never looked more beautiful. He felt a thin trickle of sweat roll along his scalp trying to work its way to freedom through his thick hair. “Wrong? Why would something be wrong?”

Rika smiled, and Ronan’s legs buckled. He had to find his composure, or he’d blow it.

“You’re acting as if I’m a perfect stranger.” She reached for his hand and led him to the leather love seat. “Come sit down. You look ready to pass out.”

Ronan forced his lead-lined legs forward, and he lumbered behind Rika ready to tip over at any second.

Rika perched on the love seat’s edge and patted the seat beside her. “Your palms are drenched, and your face is white as a sheet.” Her brow furrowed, and her gaze turned downward. “If it’s the baby, I —”

Ronan whirled his head toward her and nearly jumped from his seat. “No.” The word came rushed and urgent.

Rika pressed her lips tight and stiffened.

Ronan let go a deep breath and squeezed her hand. “I mean. That’s not it at all.” He ran his fingers through his hair and shook his head. “I’m not very good at this.” He forced a nervous laugh, and it helped loosen his nerves.

He’d envisioned asking her over a candlelit dinner while enjoying a bottle of fine winter wine. They would’ve slow danced while he held her tight, and the world would’ve stopped. For a few minutes at least.

That fantasy would find them during a happier time, but Ronan meant to make her his wife.

Rika’s brow furrowed, and her eyes deepened with concern. Her smooth warm hand moved across Ronan’s cheek. “Ronan, what’s wrong? Tell me.”

Ronan smiled and shook his head. “Nothing.” He slipped from the love seat and knelt before Rika. He found the ring in his pocket and pulled it free.

Rika’s eyes widened, and her mouth hung open.

Ronan took Rika’s hand in his and felt her tremble beneath his touch.

She held Ronan’s gaze and waited while the firelight’s orange glow played off her warm caramel skin.

Rika’s loving presence settled his nerves, and calm fell over his scattered mind. He’d never loved her more. “Rika Finn.” He slipped the ring over her third finger and raised her hand to his lips before kissing her fingers. Ronan’s gazed drifted upward until his eyes met hers.

Round tears welled in Rika’s eyes. Her chin quivered, and she squeezed Ronan’s hand.

“Will you marry me?”

Rika’s eyes drifted to the ring, her face marked with confusion. “Ronan, the ring is exquisite, but you’re under no obligation —”

“The center stone is pure ironbarrow crystal,” Ronan said interrupting her. “Devery said it forms deep beneath the earth and only under extraordinary conditions. They’re quite rare, and he said he’s never seen one so flawless.” Ronan ran his finger along the band. “The red stone interwoven with the gold come from petrified heartwood. My father gave me the sample last summer before we left for Freehold.” Ronan pointed to six smaller stones set around the ironbarrow crystal. “These stones are emerald. You’re father gave them to me. He said your mother had set them aside for you. For your engagement ring.”

Tears fell unabated from Rika’s eyes and streaked along her cheeks. “My father told you that?”

Ronan nodded. “He gave them to me last autumn when I asked his permission for your hand in marriage.”

“Last autumn?”

Ronan nodded. “And when I asked Master Goodie to craft the ring, I swore him to a vow of secrecy,” Ronan said.

Rika smiled as the firelight glistened off her tear-stained cheeks. “It’s perfect.” Her voice cracked as she looked into Ronan’s eyes.

“I’d wanted to wait for the season’s first big snowfall.” Ronan tipped his head toward the picture window. “And I’d planned to make the moment a bit more romantic. I hope my lack of planning doesn’t sway your decision.”

Fresh tears rolled down Rika’s cheeks, and she nodded without taking her eyes from Ronan.

Ronan raised an eyebrow and smiled. “Is that a yes?”

“Yes, of course I’ll marry you.” Rika said and wrapped her arms around Ronan’s neck before sinking into his lap and kissing him.

A light knocking sound came from the hallway followed by a throat clearing.

Ronan grudgingly untangled himself from Rika and stood. He offered his hand to Rika and helped her to her feet.

Under the library archway, Manfred, Ronan’s footman, stood holding a long wooden case.

Ronan’s brow furrowed as his gaze drifted to the case. “What is it Manfred?”

“I’m sorry to disturb you Your Majesty, but I’m afraid I owe you an apology,” Manfred said.

Ronan motioned for Manfred to enter. “An apology? What for?”

“You asked that I deliver Master Renau’s bow to your quarters, and with all the commotion, I’m afraid I neglected my duty.” Manfred’s cheeks reddened.

Ronan scratched his head trying to recall the order.

“We visited Theon Renau’s shop weeks ago. Don’t you remember?” Rika said sensing his dilemma. “He crafted the magnificent heartwood bow.”

Ronan nodded as the memory snapped into place. That seemed years ago. He had no desire to see the dead bow. It, like every piece of living heartwood, died with the first tree. “Thank you Manfred. You can leave it in my quarters.”

Manfred nodded. “Very good Your Majesty.” He turned to leave.

“Wait,” Rika said and the footman froze. “Can you please bring it here instead?”

Manfred’s gaze darted to Ronan, and Ronan nodded his consent.

The stout footman plodded forward and settled the bow case atop a long oak table perched behind the leather love seat. He bowed to Ronan. “Once again, you have my deepest apology.”

“It’s fine Manfred.” Ronan said. “Thank you for bringing it to me.”

The footman bowed, turned, and left the library.

Ronan stood over the ornate, hand-carved, mahogany bow case examining it from end to end. “Even the case is exquisite.”

“Has Danielle spoken with you at all in the past two days?” Rika said.

“She’s not said much. I’ve tried to explain myself, and she accepts the explanation, but she’s hurting all the same.”

Rika stood beside Ronan and slipped her hand over his shoulder. “Open it. Let’s take a look.”

“Why subject ourselves to more death?” Ronan said.

Ignoring his pessimism, Rika worked the latches on the case and opened the lid.

Crimson light radiated from the case’s interior. The bow’s surface shimmered. Its rich, red wood swirled and flowed transforming the bow from weapon to a living beacon of hope.

Goose bumps raced across Ronan’s arms and legs as he stared, slack-jawed, at the glowing bow. With a trembling hand, he touched its surface and gold veins rippled before dancing around his fingertips.

A sharp gasp sounded from the library’s archway.

Ronan whirled, and his gaze locked on the visitor.

With wide-eyes and a gaping mouth, Danielle stood frozen under the archway. Her gaze locked on the living heartwood bow.

***
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